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You are the known way 
leading always to the unknown,  
and you are the known place 
to which the unknown is always leading me back.  
 
                 Wendell Berry 
                                                 The Country of Marriage 
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ABSTRACT 
 Through centuries of Christian theology, prayer has held an important role in 
theology and the ministerial vocation. However, foundational literature on Protestant 
theological education for ministry does not offer a clear role for the practice of prayer in 
the theological classroom. In order to explore the relationship between theology and 
prayer in the context of theological education, this dissertation first explores the wider 
conversation around prayer in theology, the ministerial vocation, spirituality studies, and 
theological education. Second, it analyzes the role of prayer in foundational texts that 
have influenced and continue to influence the Protestant theological education 
conversation. Third, in order to gain a deeper understanding of how a practice of prayer 
functions within a theological framework, this dissertation analyzes three Protestant 
theologians for the relationship between theology and prayer. Fourth, by placing the 
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analysis of the theological education texts, theologians, and voices from practical 
theology, spirituality, and contemplative studies into conversation, this dissertation offers 
a proposal for how prayer can function within a theological classroom. 
Chapter one draws upon multiple voices across theological traditions within 
Christianity and argues for the importance of prayer in the work of theology and in the 
ministerial vocation. It provides an overview of the role of prayer within practical 
theological methods and theological education, and also explores the split between 
theology and spirituality. Chapter two analyzes seven foundational texts discussing 
Protestant graduate ministerial theological education for the role of prayer. Chapters 
three, four, and five explore the writings of three Protestant theologians--Karl Barth, 
Eugene Peterson, and Marjorie Suchocki—for how their understanding and practice of 
prayer functions within their respective theological frameworks, and what their under-
standings offer to theological education for ministry. Chapter six places these theologians 
into conversation with scholars in spirituality studies, practical theology, and scholars 
from the new field of contemplative studies in order to offer a contemplative pedagogical 
framework. Using a four-movement dynamic based on lectio divina, the flexible 
framework balances four modes of attention: first person introspective reflection, second 
person dialogic prayer, third person objective investigation, and attentive rest. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 
Statement of the Problem 
And then one day, in a kind of shock of recognition, I saw that [the 
congregation] was in fact a worship center. I wasn’t prepared for this. 
Nearly all my preparation for being a pastor had taken place in a classroom, 
with chapels and sanctuaries ancillary to it. But these people I was now 
living with were coming, with centuries of validating precedence, not to get 
facts…but to pray. They were hungering to grow in Christ…I began to 
comprehend the obvious: that the central and shaping language of the 
church’s life has always been its prayer language.1 
Presbyterian pastor and theologian Eugene Peterson highlights a critical problem in the 
current practice of Protestant theological education, and specifically in the theological 
classroom.2 The foundational Protestant literature underpinning theological education for 
ministry seldom discusses the understanding and practice of prayer.3  
                                                     
1 Eugene Peterson, The Contemplative Pastor: Returning to the Art of Spiritual Direction (Grand 
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Pub., 1993), 89. 
2 I use classroom to designate the context of coursework—syllabus, readings, teaching, discussion, 
assignments--that has traditionally occurred in and around a classroom setting, rather than at a ministry 
location or within a small reflection group. The pedagogical framework this project proposes could be used 
in other theological educational contexts, but due to the priority on coursework that is experienced in a 
classroom (actual or virtual), and the limits of this project, the classroom will be the primary context 
discussed. 
3 Jackson Carroll, Being There: Culture and Formation in Two Theological Schools (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1997); David Kelsey, Between Athens and Berlin: The Theological Education 
Debate (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993); Dietrich Werner, “Challenges and Opportunities in Theological 
Education in the 21st Century: Pointers for a New International Debate on Theological Education,” World 
Council of Churches (2009); Charles Foster, Educating Clergy: Teaching Practices and the Pastoral 
Imagination, 1st ed. (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2006); Association of Theological Schools, “Handbook 
of Accreditation: Section 8--A Guide for Evaluating Theological Learning” (Association of Theological 
Schools, December 2005); Jeremiah J. McCarthy, “Issues and Challenges in Theological Education: Three 
Reflections,” Theological Education 37, no. 2 (January 1, 2001): 101; Robert Banks, Re-Envisioning 
Theological Education: Exploring a Missional Alternative to Current Models (Grand Rapids: W.B. 
Eerdmans Pub., 1999); Carnegie Calian, The Ideal Seminary: Pursuing Excellence in Theological 
Education (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2002); Edward Farley, Theologia: The 
Fragmentation and Unity of Theological Education (Eugene: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2001); J Eileen 
Scully, “Theological education for the Anglican Communion: The Promises and Challenges of TEAC,” 
Anglican Theological Review 90, no. 2 (March 1, 2008): 199; David Kelsey, To Understand God Truly: 
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Christian literature on prayer makes the claim that the practice of prayer is a 
“primary speech,”4 from a simple cry for help or in gratitude, to a complex and formative 
dialogue between the Divine and the human person, to a communal response to the 
Divine of thanksgiving, praise, and petition. The Judaic tradition’s practice of prayer and 
the early Christian faith communities’ own prayer experience5 has led to countless 
commentaries and treatises on prayer over the centuries.6 The practice of prayer has led 
to watershed moments in the personal lives of theologians, churches, and communities.7  
                                                     
What's Theological About A Theological  School (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1992); Charles 
Wood, Vision and Discernment: An Orientation in Theological Study (Eugene: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 
2002); Virginia Cetuk, What to Expect in Seminary: Theological Education as Spiritual Formation 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998); Rebecca S. Chopp, Saving Work: Feminist Practices of Theological 
Education, (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1995); Mud Flower Collective, God’s Fierce 
Whimsy, (New York: Pilgrim Press, 1985). 
4 Ann Ulanov, Primary Speech: A Psychology of Prayer, (Atlanta: J. Knox, 1982). 
5 Patrick Miller, They Cried to the Lord: The Form and Theology of Biblical Prayer, 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994). 
6 Examples from both Christian history and contemporary Christian devotional literature, from a 
wide variety of ecclesial communities and denominations: Origen, Origen (New York: Paulist Press, 1979); 
Evagrius, The Praktikos and  Chapters on Prayer (Kalamazoo: Cistercian Publications, 1978); Guigo, The 
Ladder of Monks: A Letter on the Contemplative Life and Twelve Meditations (Kalamazoo: Cistercian 
Publications, 1981); Julian of Norwich, Showings, (New York: Paulist press, 1978); Hans Urs von 
Balthasar, Prayer, (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1986); William Barry, God and You: Prayer as a 
Personal Relationship (New York: Paulist Press, 1987); Harry Fosdick, The Meaning of Prayer (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 2003); Karl Barth, Prayer, 50th ed., (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2002); 
Richard Foster, Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth, 1st ed., (San Francisco: Harper & 
Row, 1988); Richard Foster, Prayer: Finding the Heart's True Home, 1st ed., (San Francisco:  Harper, 
1992); Paul Bradshaw, Two Ways of Praying, (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995); Philip Yancey, Prayer: 
What Difference Does it Make? (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2006). 
7 Such as the conversion experiences of Augustine of Hippo, Francis of Assisi and John Wesley; 
and St Nicholas Church, Leipzig, led by Rev. Christian Fuhrer, held a weekly prayer service for four years 
which became the flashpoint for the massive peaceful demonstration on October 9, 1989, culminating in the 
fall of the Berlin Wall on November 9: Peter Crutchley, “Did A Prayer Meeting Really Bring Down the 
Berlin Wall and End the Cold War?” BBC, November 6, 2014, http://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/0/24661333. 
Last accessed 11/15/2014; for a scholarly article, detailing the central role of the St Nicholas prayer service 
in peaceful protest, see Susanne Lohmann, “The Dynamics of Informational Cascades: The Monday 
Demonstrations in Leipzig, East Germany, 1989-91,” (World Politics, Vol. 47, No. 1, Oct., 1994), 42-101. 
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Participating during the past thirty years in the life and ministry of Roman 
Catholic, Assemblies of God, Anglican, Methodist, and Presbyterian communities and 
having received my Master of Divinity degree at a Benedictine abbey, my interest in the 
role of prayer in theological education was first sparked by the rare mention of prayer in 
the foundational literature. My first encounter with this literature was Edward Farley’s 
key text, Theologia,8 in which Farley reviews the history of theological education and 
argues for a renewal of theologia, a sapiential knowledge of God--when theology was 
one thing, rather than fragmented into disparate disciplines. However, read through the 
lens of my formation in the Benedictine monastic framework of prayer and study, it was 
clear that Farley had neglected to engage the monastic tradition,9 the monastic practice of 
prayer, and specifically their wisdom-oriented reading practice of lectio divina, which 
includes rigorous movements of reading, meditation, prayer and contemplation.10 While 
naming the problem--the loss of theologia--Farley’s historical analysis missed mapping 
the centuries-old divorce between theology and spirituality, and the opportunity to offer a 
path toward reconciliation. 
 My interest in the role of prayer in theological education was also sparked by 
working with Master of Divinity students as both an educator and campus chaplain. 
Students often express interest in practices of prayer and how to find time to pray in the 
                                                     
8 Edward Farley, Theologia: The Fragmentation and Unity of Theological Education, (Eugene: 
Wipf and Stock, 2001). 
9 Ibid., 33. 
10 Jean Leclercq, The Love of Learning and Desire for God, (New York: Fordham, 1961). 
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midst of competing demands. The most common statement from students is "I don't pray 
enough,” expressing a general sense of failure in what they consider an important aspect 
of their vocational and faith lives. The yearly graduate theological student survey given 
by the Association of Theological Schools asks graduates to rate educational 
effectiveness and personal growth areas for their Master of Divinity experience.11 Of the 
fifteen categories,12 rated from 1 (not at all effective) to 5 (very effective), “ability to 
pray” ranks the lowest, at 3.6, and has for the past five years. That ranking has also 
dropped relative to the previous years’ scores.13  
While students acknowledge an intentional practice of prayer is important as they 
prepare for ministry,14 making time for prayer often competes with educational and 
ministry responsibilities. It is important to make the classroom a focus for reflection on 
the practice of prayer in theological education simply because students spend a great deal 
of time in coursework—in class, reading for class, writing, discussing, doing project 
                                                     
11 Association of Theological Schools, “Student Information Project, Graduate Student Survey 
2013-2014,” http://www.ats.edu/uploads/resources/student-data/documents/gsq-total-school-profile-2013-
2014.pdf. Last accessed 11/15/2014. 
12 Other areas: Empathy for the poor and oppressed, concern about social justice, enthusiasm for 
learning, insight into the troubles of others, desire to become an authority in my field, trust in God, self-
discipline and focus, respect for other religious traditions, respect for my own religious tradition, ability to 
live my faith in daily life, clarity of vocational goals, self-confidence, self-knowledge, strength of spiritual 
life.  
13 Association of Theological Schools, “Student Information Project: Graduate Student Survey,” 
2011-2012 – 3.8, 2012-2013 – 3.8. http://www.ats.edu/uploads/resources/student-data/documents/gsq-total-
school-profile-2013-2014.pdf. Last accessed 11/20/2014. 
14 The importance is supported by a correlation between pastors, the practice of prayer and burn-
out. In a study of 1278 UK clergy, “[a] positive attitude toward prayer was associated with lower levels of 
emotional exhaustion, lower levels of depersonalization, and higher levels of personal accomplishment,” 
see Douglas Turton and Leslie Francis, “The relationship between attitude toward prayer and professional 
burnout among Anglican parochial clergy in England: Are praying clergy healthier clergy?” (Mental 
Health, Religion & Culture, January 2007; 10.1), 61. 
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work, and engaging with the instructor.15 In the current context of many Protestant 
theological schools, the extra-curricular residential aspect of the community is 
diminishing, replaced by distance learning opportunities and commuting students,16 
which means students are not on campus to participate in events like chapel, where 
prayer traditionally occurs. While the entire experience of theological education is 
important, depending on opportunities outside the classroom for engaging in practices 
may not be feasible.17 While prayer might be a regular practice in gatherings of worship18 
or small groups outside of class, this dissertation argues that sustained reflection on how 
the practice of prayer might function in the theological classroom, traditionally a place of 
third person objective inquiry, is critical due to the prayer’s spiritually and theologically 
formative capacity for students and because of their future role as leaders of theologically 
reflective prayer in their faith communities.19   
 In light of these concerns, the research question that guides this dissertation is 
How might the practice of prayer have a clearly-defined moment to function within the 
theological classroom, so that students preparing for ministry could learn to consistently 
practice prayer in the midst of their theological reflection—both during their education 
                                                     
15 I am defining classroom broadly to include any classroom-based courses taken for credit. See 
also Mary Ann Winkelmes, “Formative Learning in the Classroom,” in Practical Wisdom, Malcolm 
Warford, ed., (New York: Lang, 2004), 161-179. The Master of Divinity degree is a three-year, full-time 
program, see Association of Theological Schools, Educational and Degree Program Standards, A.3.2, 
Bulletin 50, Part 1, 2012, 19.  
16 Winkelmas, 161. 
17 Ibid. 
18 For a discussion of the interplay between doctrine and worship, see Leanne van Dyk, ed., A 
More Profound Alleluia: Theology and Worship in Harmony, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004). 
19 Hunsinger, Pray Without Ceasing, x; Peterson, “First Language,” 212. 
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and in their future ministries? To answer this question, this dissertation will analyze 
foundational literature discussing Protestant graduate ministerial theological education, 
including Edward Farley’s seminal book, Theologia, for the role and understanding of 
prayer; explore the writings of three Protestant theologians--Karl Barth, Eugene Peterson, 
and Marjorie Suchocki—for how their understanding and practice of prayer functions 
within their respective theological frameworks;20 and place these theologians into 
conversation with pedagogical, practical theological and contemplative studies sources in 
order to offer a contemplative pedagogical framework that seeks to integrate third person 
critical inquiry, first person reflective introspection, and second person engagement with 
the Divine. 
 
Significance of the Problem  
The Importance of Prayer in the Christian Life 
  Biblical scholar Patrick Miller writes that “[n]o single practice more clearly 
defines a religion than the act of praying.”21 Roman Catholic theologian Karl Rahner 
considers it the “fundamental act of human existence.”22 Reformed theologian Eugene 
Peterson considers prayer the “central and shaping language” of the church’s life,23 and 
                                                     
20 I use framework intentionally rather than method or system due to the visual image it conveys. 
A framework provides three-dimensional support for a larger structure, rather than a linear method or 
system; and it can be expanded. In education, a framework helps the process of learning, giving places to 
hook new information. Framework is also akin to a trellis, which provides a plant support for growth.  
21 Miller, They Cried to the Lord: The Form and Theology of Biblical Prayer, 1. 
22 Karl Rahner, The Content of Faith: The Best of Karl Rahner's Theological Writings (New York: 
Crossroad, 1993), 509. 
23 Peterson, “First Language,” 212. 
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the “language of intimacy and relationship.”24 Methodist theologian Deborah van Deusen 
Hunsinger states that the act of “praying with those in need is at the heart of the Christian 
life.”25 Theologian of prayer and fourth century desert monk Evagrius Ponticus considers 
it the language of human relationship with God, a conversation with God.26 This is 
echoed thirteen centuries later by Roman Catholic theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar: 
“[P]rayer is a conversation between God and the soul,”27 a “dialogue” between human 
and divine. While each of these diverse thinkers uses the term prayer from within a 
particular theological framework, they each point to the relational nature of prayer. For 
the purposes of this project, I am defining the practice of prayer as a constellation of 
activities which function within a particular interpretive theological framework and 
whose intention is engagement with God, the Divine Other. 
 While this project will focus on close readings of texts on theological education 
and the theologies of Barth, Peterson, and Suchocki, it is important to map out the wider 
conversation on the relationship between prayer and theology. Figure 1 maps out the 
names and texts which will play a role in this dissertation. In this first chapter, I will 
situate the problem and its significance within theology, spirituality studies, practical 
theology, and spiritual formation, setting up chapter two to focus on prayer in key 
theological education texts. 
                                                     
24 Ibid., 213. 
25 Hunsinger, Pray Without Ceasing: Revitalizing Pastoral Care, ix. 
26 Olivier Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism: Text and Commentary (London: New City, 
1993), 181. 
27 Balthasar, Prayer, 14. 
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Interdisciplinary Conversation Partners 
 
Prayer and Theology 
While prayer is often grouped with other disciplines of faith or spiritual practices, 
such as scripture study, fasting, service, or hospitality,28 it holds a fundamental and 
theologically formative place among them, as exemplified by the long-standing liturgical 
aphorism: “ut legem credendi statuat lex orandi (the rule of prayer should establish the 
rule of faith).”29 Patrick Miller observes that this is “not simply a matter of believing and 
then praying to God in the light of what one believes,” but that “belief is shaped by the 
practice of prayer.”30  
                                                     
28 See Foster, Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth.  
29 Miller, They Cried to the Lord: The Form and Theology of Biblical Prayer, 1. 
30 Ibid. 
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The connection between prayer and the work of theology is attested to by 
Christian theologians from many traditions within Christianity. Fourth century Evagrius 
writes, “If you are a theologian you pray truly, and if you pray truly you are a 
theologian.”31 Reformed theologian Karl Barth suggests that theological study and prayer 
are inseparable: “The first and basic act of theological work is prayer.”32 Balthasar argues 
that "[t]here is no such thing as a theological investigation that does not breathe the 
atmosphere of 'seeking in prayer.'“33 He also maintains that “theology at prayer” has been 
replaced by “theology at the desk,” evidence of an unfortunate separation between 
spirituality and theology.34 Anglican theologian Mark McIntosh describes four 
movements of theology, naming the third movement, “theology as conversation with 
God”35 and the fourth movement, “theology as prayer.”36 Benedictine monastic scholar 
Jean Leclercq, known for his study of monastic theology and education,37 argues that 
prayer is the first and last moments in the work of theology.38 Russian Orthodox 
                                                     
31 Evagrius, The Praktikos and Chapters on Prayer, 61. 
32 Karl Barth, Evangelical Theology: An Introduction (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979), 160. 
33 Hans Urs von Balthasar, “Theology and Sanctity,” in Word and Redemption (New York: Herder 
and Herder, 1965), 84. 
34 Ibid., 85.   
35 Mark McIntosh, Mysteries of Faith (Cambridge: Cowley Publications, 2000), 14. 
36 Ibid., 20. 
37 Jean Leclercq, The Love of Learning and the Desire for God: A Study of Monastic Culture (New 
York: Fordham University Press, 1982). 
38 Jean Leclercq, “Theology and Prayer: The Education of Seminarians.,” Encounter 24, no. 3 
(June 1, 1963), 359. 
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theologian Olivier Clément writes: “Prayer and theology are inseparable. True theology is 
the adoration offered by the intellect.”39 
 Roman Catholic theologian Gavin D’Costa argues: 
A Methodist and a Baptist and a Roman Catholic pray differently and 
inhabit different, even though significantly overlapping, worlds. In joining 
this prayer, the theologian participates in and contributes to this on-going, 
unfinished tradition. The theologian becomes part of a tradition-specific 
community by participating in its central practice. The polymorphous 
complexity of tradition that prayer allows us to cohabit also alerts us to the 
sometimes impoverished training received by graduating theologians. 
University theology, which has become so detached from the life of prayer, 
tends to structure the study of theology as if it were concerned solely with 
three types of texts: biblical, philosophical, and theological. Many university 
theology courses pay little attention to poetry, rhetoric, art and music, 
festivals and pilgrimages, liturgy, or lives of the saints. All these cognate 
disciplines, areas of study and traditions, are central to the Church’s living 
tradition that forms the theologian and his or her sensitivity, judgment, and 
skills.40 
D’Costa argues for a broadening of theological training that would take into 
consideration the role of prayer lived and experienced by persons and communities. But a 
split between theology and prayer is implied in D’Costa’s words, in his view that the 
“three types of texts” are cut off from the perceived richer discussion of lived experience 
and practices of prayer evident in other kinds of texts. 
 
 
                                                     
39 Clément, The Roots of Christian Mysticism: Text and Commentary, 183. 
40 Gavin D’Costa, Theology in the Public Square: Church, Academy and Nation, (Malden: 
Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 119. Stanley Hauerwas, in conversation with D’Costa, also calls for the 
recovery of prayer in the study of theology, see Hauerwas, The State of the University: Academic 
Knowledge and the Knowledge of God, (Malden: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 185-186. 
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The Divorce of Theology and Spirituality 
This perceived disconnect between academic theology and prayer is a symptom of 
the historical split between theology and spirituality. Spirituality scholars Philip 
Sheldrake and Mark McIntosh trace the history of the split. McIntosh explores the history 
of the terms spiritual and spirituality going back to the Christian scriptures where the 
terms are connected to the Greek words pneuma, spirit or breath, and pneumatikos, 
spiritual or within whom the Spirit of God lives.41 Rather than describing a person who 
turned their attention away from material reality, as the term spiritual would come to 
mean after the twelfth century,42 the term described someone who was actively 
encountering God through God’s Spirit. In this way, spiritual was not primarily focused 
on the experience of the person, but on the indwelling of the Spirit, the encounter with 
God. Experience was critical, but the primary focus was centered on the divine encounter 
with the person in the context of the community’s own encounter with the Divine.43 The 
spiritual person embodied the experience of the encounter with God, and that encounter 
expressed more about who this God is, than who they are.44  
Sheldrake argues that for the first eleven centuries of Christianity, theology was a 
habitus, a way of living, pursuing intimacy with God that integrated both encounter with 
God and reflection upon that encounter: “The unity of theology implied that intellectual 
                                                     
41 Mark McIntosh, Mystical Theology, (Malden: Blackwell, 1988), 6. 
42 Ibid., 7. 
43 Ibid., 6. 
44 Ibid., 7. 
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reflection, prayer and living were…a seamless whole.”45 Sheldrake notes that in patristic 
theology, shaped by scripture, liturgy, and Greek philosophy, a theologian was “a person 
[who] had contemplated the mystery of the incarnation and possessed an experience of 
faith on which to reflect.”46 He continues, “Theology was always more than intellectual 
exercise. Knowledge of divine things was inseparable from the love of God deepened in 
prayer.”47 This was not just for theologians: “[Patristic] mysticism was fundamentally the 
life of every baptized Christian who came to know God revealed in Jesus Christ through 
belonging to the ‘fellowship of the mystery’…the Church,…supported by exposure to 
Scripture and participation in the liturgy.”48  
This prayerful unity of knowledge and contemplation was, according to 
Sheldrake, best expressed in monastic theology.49 What would be considered theological 
education occurred primarily within the monastic environment, a context marked by 
communal living under a rule of life, such as the Rule of Benedict, a commitment to 
prayer, and the assiduous and prayerful engagement with scripture through the practice of 
lectio divina.50 
 Between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries, schools were set up in the cities, 
housed at the cathedrals. These schools spread, and would later be the seeds of 
                                                     
45 Philip Sheldrake, Spirituality and Theology, 36. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid., 38. 
50 Ibid., 38.  
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universities. The gradual shift to cathedral schools moved theological education from the 
monastic environment. What had been the pneumatikos of the New Testament, now the 
Latin, spiritualitas, also shifted from a spirituality sourced in the Holy Spirit, to “spirit” 
in contrast with the body and material existence.51 Broadly, this led to a privatization of 
spiritual experience and a focus on inner states, often to the neglect of the body.52 With 
the split between theology and spirituality, theology became associated with “conceptual 
knowledge” and spirituality became associated with the affective aspect of the human 
person.53  
 
Prayer and Practical Theology 
Kathleen Cahalan and Gordon Mikoski offer a succinct over-view of the field of 
practical theology.54 It is a field with many methods and approaches, but those who self-
identify as practical theologians share many similar aims across contexts and 
commitments. These are some of the aims which are pertinent to this project:55 
 An awareness of the complex dynamic between theory and practice, with practice 
informing theory and theory lived out in practice. 
 Research is grounded in particular contexts and often focused on specific 
practices, rather than in the abstract, and keeps in mind the situatedness of human 
life. 
                                                     
51 McIntosh, 7. 
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 In order to best study a dynamic context, situation, or practice, other fields and 
disciplines are invited to share their wisdom and gifts, creating interdisciplinary 
collaboration between practical theology, other theological disciplines, and the 
social and natural sciences. 
 Reflecting on the object of study often uses a hermeneutical approach, focusing 
on different methods of interpretation, and practicing an awareness that “there is 
no innocent or naïve access to reality as such and that every issue raised for 
theological inquiry requires interpretation from a particular point of view within a 
set of commitments and power negotiations at work.”56 
 Because the particular context is ever-changing and fluid, practical theology 
research needs a certain amount of improvisational resourcefulness and flexibility.  
 While other disciplines are engaged in the study and analysis of practices, 
situations, or contexts, practical theologian are theologians, living and practicing 
from within many different theological frameworks and faith communities, 
valuing theological reflection as a constitutive element of their work.  
 Practical theologians “push from description and understanding toward 
significance and impact for the communities we serve.”57 In a word, practical 
theologians often look toward transformation. As a field, it is also open to the 
possibility of future hope, with the awareness that today’s challenges and 
suffering need more than quick answers or abstract theories. While engagement 
between the researcher and their eschatological vision may come through in how 
ideas for transformation are articulated, how that engagement is expressed or 
understood is reflected in a variety of ways.58 
A variety of hermeneutical methods are used by practical theologians in their research 
and reflection. Three examples map the spectrum of how prayer is discussed in these 
methods: prayer is a practice to be studied, but does not have a role within a practical 
theological method; prayer or engagement with the Divine is valued, but without a 
suggestion of how it might function within the practical theological method; or prayer or 
                                                     
56 Ibid., 5. 
57 Ibid. 
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engagement with the Divine is given a role in the method, but without further explanation 
how it functions. 
An example in the first category is Don Browning’s practical theological method. 
Prayer does not play an explicit role in the four movements of descriptive, historical, 
systematic, and strategic practical theology. In his investigation of the practical theology 
of the Apostolic Church of God, the prayer life of the congregation and understanding of 
their encounter with God through the Holy Spirit is described and reflected upon. 
Browning offers an interpretation of the congregation members’ experience of God as 
experiences of self-cohesion, “not unlike the experiences of developing self-cohesion that 
therapists produce in their clients.”59 He continues: 
In the end, the Apostolic Church’s claims about the work of the Spirit may 
be on as firm ground as other more academically fashionable ways of 
talking about the ultimate context of experience. It is best to eschew all 
psychologies of the origins of religious experience and stay at the level of 
describing and assessing its consequences. Here I had to admit that the 
emphasis on the power of the Spirit and the affirming face of Jesus seemed 
to have genuine empowering, differentiating, and cohesion-building 
consequences for the selves of these people.60 
In speaking with one of the Apostolic Church’s leaders, Browning admits to feeling the 
“power of her certainty and deep conviction…I stood before someone with a depth of 
religious experience that far exceeded mine.”61 While Browning does not have an explicit 
                                                     
59 Browning, Fundamental Practical Theology, 264. 
60 Ibid., 265. 
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role for prayer in his method and his “academic concerns for methodology,”62 he values 
the congregants’ experience of their engagement with the Divine. 
An example of the second category is from Gerben Heitink, who explores the 
“central problem practical theology must face…the hermeneutical question about the way 
in which divine reality and the human reality can be connected at the experiential 
level.”63 He discusses this problem using the language of pneumatology and argues that 
the Spirit plays a foundational role in a “theological theory of action…[impacting] the 
daily praxis in the church.”64 
 Heitink argues that the role of the Spirit calls for human openness to this 
encounter. However, he continues, “[t]he work of the Spirit cannot be put in a framework 
or method, but it is possible to give room to the kind of communicative action that allows 
for a listening attitude, in mutual openness and receptivity.”65 According to Heitink, the 
approach to this openness is determined by the chosen spirituality upon which the work 
of interpretation will occur.   
 Another example is from Australian practical theologian Andre van Oudtshoorn, 
who calls for a clear role for prayer in practical theology. He argues that “the relationship 
between theory and praxis should be expanded to accommodate prayer as the inner mode 
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of its operations,”66 rather than a “socio-scientific empirically based descriptive 
paradigm.”67 While van Oudtshoorn argues that prayer is “to do theology,” he also argues 
that, excepting Barth, “no modern Protestant dogmatic text contains a chapter in which 
basic theological questions regarding prayer are discussed.”68 His sources are limited, and 
do not take into account Protestant theologians, such as Marjorie Suchocki and Eugene 
Peterson, who have written books on prayer from within their respective theological 
frameworks. Van Oudtshoorn collapses practical theology method into prayer as the 
expression of relationship between theory and practice.69 While he argues that prayer 
could offer a “critique of praxis…and theological theories,”70 his description of what 
constitutes prayer is taken uncritically (and unreflectively) from a variety of theological 
voices without noting their theological framework, and from scripture without citing 
specific biblical texts.71 Beyond recognizing its importance to practical theology, it is 
unclear how prayer would function within a practical theological method using van 
Oudtshoorn’s argument. 
In the third category, James Poling and Donald Miller do not explicitly mention 
prayer in their six-movement method of practical theology, but a confessional 
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engagement with the Divine comprises the fourth step.72 After a description of lived 
experience, critical awareness of relationships and perspectives, and correlation of 
between cultural perspectives and the Christian tradition, the fourth step is the moment 
when “reason fails in its necessity and the community must confess its faith without the 
assurance of clear logic and total coherence.”73 This moment seeks out the depths of “the 
mystery of God’s activity within experience…when one stands in fear and awe of the 
depth and mystery of experience.”74 In this moment, testimony is given of “the present 
activity of God.”75 Poling and Miller move from this moment of confession into the fifth 
step, the critique of the confessional interpretation by assessing its level of maturity, 
liberating effect, and sufficiently rich symbolism to bear the “depth of life.”76 Their final 
step is the creation of specific guidelines for the community that flow from the entire 
reflective process.77 
 While not a specific argument for prayer functioning within the method of 
practical theology, David Tracy offers a clear call for practical theology to engage “a 
theological correlation with the aesthetic, the contemplative-metaphysical and the several 
spiritual traditions of Christianity.”78 He suggests that practical theologians need to learn 
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from “the texts and lives of these exceptional ones: the prophets, witnesses, saints and 
mystics.”79 In conversation with Mark McIntosh’s argument for reading mystical texts 
through a theological lens, chapter six of this dissertation will explore Tracy’s call as a 
warrant for reading theologian’s texts (Barth, Peterson, and Suchocki) for their practice 
of prayer and engagement with the Divine. 
 
Prayer and the Ministerial Training 
Alongside the connection between prayer and theology is also a connection 
between prayer and the ministerial vocation. Eugene Peterson places prayer as the first 
language of Christians, naming pastors as those entrusted with teaching and forming 
congregations in this “language of intimacy and relationship.”80 He maintains that the 
pastoral work of preaching, teaching, and administration, rests on three “angles”: prayer, 
Bible study, and spiritual direction.81 Hunsinger’s book Pray Without Ceasing argues that 
prayer is “integral to every step”82 in pastoral care, and prayer for others is at the heart of 
Christian life.83 Spiritual practices, such as the practice of prayer, are considered the 
“lifeline”84 of Christian communities’ relationships with God, and “the heart of its 
                                                     
79 Ibid., 53. 
80 Peterson, “First Language,” 212, 214. 
81 Eugene Peterson, Working the Angles: The Shape of Pastoral Integrity (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1987), 3. 
82 Hunsinger, Pray Without Ceasing: Revitalizing Pastoral Care, 1. 
83 Ibid., x. 
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fellowship in Christ.”85 The practice of prayer is considered a primary responsibility for 
pastors and ministers both as practitioners and as mentors in prayer for their communities 
of faith.86 While the devotional practice of prayer and its many forms are widely 
discussed in Christian literature across traditions and throughout Christian history,87 in 
graduate theological education for ministry, “rare is the course that focuses on the 
theoretical and practical issues of prayer and pastoral care.”88 This is exemplified in 
Joseph Hough, Jr., and John Cobb’s book, Christian Identity and Theological Education, 
a practical theological text that explores the training of pastors and describes the 
importance of prayer in the Christian community: 
[P]rayer is the deepest and most pervasive expression of care. The church, 
as a community of care, will inevitably be a community of prayer as well. It 
is mainly in worship that Christians learn the meaning and nature of prayer. 
But prayer is not simply the life of the gathered community in worship. The 
whole of the Christian life is to be a life of prayer. Prayer is life lived before 
God, in God, with God, and in the awareness of God’s spirit, creatively and 
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redemptively present within the believer. According to Paul, Christians are 
to pray without ceasing…The speech of prayer does not simply happen but 
most often becomes habitual through disciplined practice.89 
However, when creating a curriculum outline for theological education, Hough and Cobb 
do not mention prayer, and their course on Christian spirituality is an elective.90 Hough 
and Cobb do argue that prayer and the practices of devotional life need to be incorporated 
throughout the curriculum as part of discipleship91 but offer no concrete suggestions for 
how this might occur in the theological classroom.  
 
Theological Education and Spiritual Formation 
Prayer in the context of theological education is a complex discussion. For 
example, an Auburn 2003 faculty study found that sixty-seven percent of the theology 
faculty responders believed that opening or closing a class with “some form of prayer or 
meditation” was important.92 However, other faculty expressed important concerns with 
prayer in the classroom, noting that students were not expecting or imparting spiritual 
authority to the professor by virtue of coming to class.93 A further complexity is that 
students coming into theological institutions can find themselves at the intersection of 
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multiple religious worldviews and practices,94 and confronted with the complex 
relationship between the academic study of theology and the lived practices of faith.95  
  Accreditation standards for theological education support the importance of 
investigating how prayer functions in theological education. The Association of 
Theological Education requires personal and spiritual formation to be one of four 
areas—in addition to religious heritage, cultural context, and capacity for ministerial 
public leadership96--in the educational experience of Master of Divinity students; 
however what constitutes spiritual formation and how to facilitate it is left to each 
institution to define.97  
Literature on theological education and spiritual formation from within the 
Evangelical tradition discusses the importance of prayer, focusing on the necessity of a 
strong relationship between the student and God, marked by practices such as prayer and 
scripture study. Theological education is “not merely to clarify ideas about loving God, 
but to inform, guide and nurture the actual love of God.”98 Scholars in this tradition are 
aware of the split between theology and spirituality, and call for a renewed role for the 
Spirit in theological education.99 While the value of prayer is evident, the challenge of 
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simply embracing this approach is how to integrate different understandings of prayer 
into theological study in a multi-denominational seminary.  
The role of spiritual formation in theological education has a long and complex 
history.100 Episcopal priest and ascetical theologian Alan Jones penned an impassioned 
plea in 1987, “Are We Lovers Anymore? (Spiritual Formation in Seminaries).”101 He 
argues that the question of our times is expressed in his article’s title, and that “[a] 
seminary is called to be a crucible of love,” but it is often the “battleground in the war 
between ‘the hermeneutics of assent’ and ‘the hermeneutics of suspicion’…A more true 
spirituality emerges when a seminary understands itself to be a community of enquirers 
and interpreters.”102 He warns that spirituality in theological education cannot be one 
more course requirement added onto an already overloaded curriculum: “There is neither 
time nor space to think and to pray.”103 
William Clemmons traces the history of spiritual formation, beginning in the 
1960s with Vatican II, the renewed interest in Christian spirituality, and the return to the 
patristic sources. Both in Roman Catholicism and Protestantism, leaders were looking for 
                                                     
100 See George Lindbeck, “Spiritual Formation and Theological Education,” Theological 
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new ways of forming disciples in the Christian faith.104 Beginning in 1972, the 
Association of Theological Schools wrestled with the how spiritual formation should be 
related to theological education. Clemmons quotes Tilden Edwards, who started the 
Shalem Institute for Spiritual Formation in 1973, and was involved in these early ATS 
conversations: 
No dimension of theological education is more frustrating to define 
intellectually than the spiritual. This is an inherent difficulty, since it 
involves a subtle, integrating dimension that is primarily approachable by 
apprehension, by an elusive sensibility, rather than by head-on 
comprehension.105 
Clemmons explores the wider role of spiritual formation in the training of ministers, 
beginning with the Christian scriptures, through the early church, monastic movements, 
the devotio moderna, and German pietism.106 He notes that the Protestant theological 
school was birthed within German pietism’s dissatisfaction with universities’ ability to 
spiritually form pastors, a situation which also impacted the formation of US schools for 
ministerial training.107 Writing from within the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship, 
Clemmons considers thirteen seminaries and notes that spiritual formation is part of the 
curriculum, but as one or two required stand-alone courses. These explore spiritual 
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101, Winter 2004. 
105 Ibid., 45. 
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disciplines, spiritual development, and personality types, rather than offering an 
integrative approach that might permeate all seminary courses.108  
Spiritual practices in the classroom do pose challenges. As noted above, while a 
majority of theological educators approve of spiritual practices, like prayer, having a 
place in the classroom, others do not. Anglican systematic theologian Sarah Coakley 
argues that spiritual practice should not be a requirement of a course, due to issues of 
assessment and grading:109 “[W]e have to be strongly aware of the sort of power we 
wield over our students.”110 Sandra Schneiders voices approval of practices within the 
context of ministerial education, such as a Master of Divinity program, but is concerned 
that students learn how to engage with practices critically as well. At the doctoral level, 
Schneiders argues against any mandatory practice as part of research, and that any 
“introspective knowledge must be rigorously criticized.”111 She writes:  
[I] have very serious reservations about the appropriateness of including any 
kind of personal practice aimed directly at the spiritual formation of the 
students in the academic field of spirituality at the research level. On the 
other hand, I recognize the self-implicating nature of the field and I think 
that we need to continue to reflect on this aspect of the discipline, be aware 
of the potential for distortion of research that this represents, and struggle to 
find ways to allow the field to be genuinely transformative of students, but 
appropriately so, through understanding and not through proselytism or 
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discipling or formation.112 
These concerns are extremely important and will be addressed in chapter six, through the 
work of contemplative educators who are successfully bringing contemplative 
practices—first person introspection and second person intersubjective exercises--into 
higher education settings that have been primarily focused on third person objective 
inquiry. 
 The struggle evidenced by this survey of the wider conversation is one of 
integration. Practical theologian Kathleen Cahalan notes that integration in theological 
education is both an understudied topic in practical theology and considered the “pressing 
problem of the day.”113 She defines it has the “bringing together of distinct entities or 
parts and in the process the creation of something new, a wholeness that exceeds the sum 
of its parts.”114 She considers three aspects of integration: the integrated self and 
vocation; the context for integration, such as the school, teaching and curriculum; and 
continuing integration after seminary. She argues that integration within the self is 
centered on the identity marked by three responses to God’s call and gifts: how I live, 
what I do, who I am.115 The educational context offers three modes of integration: a 
vertical mode which focuses on theological content within courses; the horizontal mode 
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focuses on how the different parts of the curriculum and wider educational experience 
connect. This mode is also marked by connecting learning with doing, in field education 
contexts. The diagonal mode brings the unpredictable events, joys and challenges of life 
into the mix. Cahalan notes that this mode is represented in spiritual formation aspects of 
the curriculum. In the continuing integration after seminary, “practice become[s] the 
primary teacher…the relationship between knowing, doing, and being shifts. The 
accumulation of academic knowledge, theoretical reason, and critical thinking recede; 
practice, doing, and action become the primary teacher.”116 
 The challenge is in crafting a flexible pedagogical framework that could help 
integrate the vocational, educational, and practitioner aspects of the student; as well as 
the vertical, horizontal, and diagonal educational experiences. Using the categories of 
first, second, and third person modes of attentive inquiry, the vocational integration 
would focus most strongly on first person introspection (reflection), in conversation with 
second person dialogue (prayer) and third person objective inquiry. The educational 
context offers third person inquiry as primary, with introspection and dialogue playing 
roles. The continuing integration after graduation phase would focus on second person 
dialogue, with introspection and third person objective inquiry. The challenge is to 
practice the shifting between the modes of attentive inquiry across all aspects of 
ministerial training, so that it becomes a habit of theological reflection. 
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Method 
Practical theologian Don Browning maps out a four-movement method for 
practical theology: descriptive theology, which offers a thick description of the practice 
or context being researched; historical theology, which considers how texts from the 
tradition might respond to the thick description; systematic theology, which is the “fusion 
of horizons between the vision implicit in the contemporary practices and the vision 
implied in the practices of the normative Christian texts.”117 The fourth movement, 
flowing from the previous three steps, is strategic practical theology, which offers 
proposals for transformed practice.118  
This project will follow a modified version of Don Browning’s method:  
1) Read. An in-depth description of problem through a broad analysis of the 
literature surrounding prayer and theology, and a close-reading of seven texts which have 
influenced the conversation about Protestant theological education over the past thirty 
years.  
2) Reflect. In light of the descriptive moment of the first step, the second step will 
read three Protestant theological voices—Karl Barth, Eugene Peterson, and Marjorie 
Suchocki—describing their understanding of prayer and the theological framework 
within which their practice functions. While these theologians and their theological 
frameworks are not normative for all Christians, or even all Protestants, they are 
                                                     
117 Browning, 51. 
118 Ibid., 55-56. 
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theological authorities within their respective traditions (Reformed, Evangelical, and 
Process). This project engages them as thinkers who have reflected deeply on theology 
and prayer, and while their frameworks are not prescriptive, they still offer insight into 
both cross-tradition similarities in prayer and theology, as well as possible norms for the 
engagement of prayer in theological education.119 
3) Dialogue. This step involves a two-part conversation. First, it brings together 
the analysis of the texts on theological education and the three theological voices to offer 
ways Barth, Peterson and Suchocki “talk back” to the assumptions in texts on theological 
education. And second, it engages conversation partners from spirituality, practical 
theology, education, and contemplative studies in order to build the foundation of a 
contemplative practical theological pedagogy. Elements of this step are akin to 
Browning’s descriptive theology step by engaging disciplines outside of theology to 
provide insights into the problem. 
4) Proposal for Transformation. Based on these first three steps, this final step 
will offer one possible pedagogical framework for a theological classroom. 
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an obligation to listen, to engage it. Benedictine scholar Michael Casey argues for a similar approach 
reading the Rule of Benedict within the Benedictine monastic tradition. See Michael Casey, An Unexciting 
Life: Reflections on Benedictine Spirituality, (Petersham: St Bede’s, 2005), 36.  
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Summary of Chapters 
Chapter One discusses the problem and significance, situating it within the wider 
conversations of theology, spirituality, practical theology, and theological education. In 
chapter two, the dissertation will analyze foundational literature on graduate theological 
education for ministry which has informed and continues to inform Protestant theological 
education. This question is a guide: What is the understanding, role, and practice of 
prayer in key foundational literature on Protestant graduate theological education for 
ministry? Either implicitly or explicitly, these texts offer an inroad into considering some 
of the underlying historical and philosophical assumptions of US theological education 
and the practice of prayer in the classroom, and reflection on these texts can help map the 
contours of how prayer might function in the theological classroom.  
In addition, two educational approaches dominate the pedagogical practice of 
theological education: paideia and wissenschaft. David Kelsey, in Between Athens and 
Berlin,120 provides an in-depth analysis of the debates and compromises between 
theological education envisioned as paideia, and the formation of a theological habitus, 
versus wissenschaft, the scientific study of theology--both of which continue to influence 
US theological education. Other proposals for approaches have been made121 and the 
field is dynamic, but these are still the main contenders in considering curriculum, 
                                                     
120 Kelsey, Between Athens and Berlin: The Theological Education Debate, (Eugene: Wipf and 
Stock, 1993). 
121 Banks, Reenvisioning Theological Education, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 202-203: “[A]t 
any point it is also proper to incorporate praise, song, testimony, or prayer (as, for example, Paul does in 
many parts of his writings) in what takes place in the classroom. There may be something unacademic 
about doing this, but there is certainly nothing untheological.” 
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classroom pedagogy, and considerations about how prayer might function in the 
classroom. While Kelsey’s study critiques the two perspectives, his analysis and final 
suggestions does not include an explicit role for prayer, and misses the connection of 
paideia and the Psalms in the early church.  In order to offer an interpretive framework 
for prayer in the classroom, both of these pedagogical approaches, paideia and 
wissenschaft, need to be addressed.  
Chapters three, four and five will turn to theological voices who self-consciously 
consider the practice of prayer from within their theological framework: Karl Barth, from 
the Reformed tradition, highlighting the interaction of prayer and theological study; 
Eugene Peterson’s cross-disciplinary perspective bridging pastoral ministry, Evangelical 
theology, and prayer; and Marjorie Suchocki, from a Process theology perspective, who 
offers both a well-defined theological and scientific framework for her practice of prayer.  
These three theological voices were selected for three reasons: 1) they each offer 
literature on the interaction between prayer and theology;  2) they each have clearly 
articulated frameworks within which prayer functions; and 3) while not making their 
understandings of prayer representational of their respective traditions, they offer insight 
into the understanding and practice of prayer in the Reformed (Barth), 
Evangelical/Reformed (Peterson), and Process (Suchocki) theologies, as well as showing 
commonalities in the practice of prayer across all three traditions. 
Close reading of these voices through their respective texts was an apprenticeship 
in understanding the intimate connection between a theological framework and the 
practice of prayer. Paul Griffiths distinguishes between popular reading, which consumes 
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the text, and religious reading. Religious reading treats the text with reverence; placing a 
priority on memorizing, because the text then becomes embodied in the reader herself.122 
The text, once ingested in this way, “makes deep claims upon that life, claims that can 
only be ignored with effort and deliberation.”123 I read the texts using a four-movement 
version of lectio divina: reading the texts closely; creating a database of over twelve 
hundred passages drawn from the texts for deeper meditation; sitting with the texts in 
prayer and dialoguing about them with students and colleagues; and then taking time 
away from the direct study of the texts, allowing their interpretive frameworks for God to 
live alongside and with my own and inviting their practices of prayer to inform, critique, 
or expand my own.  
Only after living with these texts, mapping the contours of the language and 
practice, could I experience them as conversation partners. This process also revealed that 
the practice of apprenticing oneself into theological frameworks and patterns of practice 
can mean following them into the unknown--into uncomfortable questions and 
challenging new ways of experiencing engagement with God. As an educator, it required 
me to ask how I could be more transparent pedagogically as I work “steadfastly along the 
nerve of [my] own intimate sensitivity."124 Each time I invite my students to critically 
                                                     
122 Griffiths, 46. 
123 Ibid., 47. 
124 Anne Truitt, Daybook: The Journal of an Artist, (New York: Scribner, 1982). Truitt (1921-
2004), sculptor and painter, has work in the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Smithsonian, among 
many others. Her journals detail an attentiveness toward intentionally practicing of a life centered on 
creative expression. Her quote describes a call to living at the place of engagement with creativity. I read it 
as a call to practicing intentional, intimate, and open engagement with God in the work of theology, the 
horizon line of intimate sensitivity. 
 
 
33 
 
consider their theological frameworks and the practices within them, I remember that this 
experience is not necessarily enjoyable, objective, or simple. In each chapter, I will 
closely analyze the theologian’s theological framework and practice of prayer as an 
apprenticeship in their understanding of and engagement with God and then explore what 
specific questions about prayer the theologian asks which might be helpful for a Master 
of Divinity student. 
Chapter six places the literature analysis from chapter two and the three 
theological voices into reflective dialogue with conversation partners from spirituality 
(Mark McIntosh, Maria Lichtmann, Elizabeth Liebert), practical theology (David Tracy, 
Edward Farley), and contemplative pedagogy (Arthur Zajonc et al). It offers arguments 
for dealing with four major pedagogical concerns: the academic paradigm, the 
theology/spirituality split, different modes of attentive inquiry, and the role of critical 
reflection on experience.  
The chapter will conclude with a preliminary vision for a contemplative practical 
theological pedagogy for the classroom—a flexible framework which gives space for 
second person engagement with the Divine in the midst of the course material, partnered 
with first person introspection and third person critical investigation.  
 
Limits 
This project creates a conversation between scholars in practical theology, spirituality, 
contemplative studies, ministerial theological education, about the practice of prayer in 
the theological classroom. There are vast amounts of literature on prayer and theology, 
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theological education, pedagogy and andragogy,125 spirituality, and spiritual formation in 
a theological education context. There is also a growing body of work on contemplative 
pedagogy in higher education (much from a Buddhist, mindfulness, or scientific 
perspective). On Suchocki and Peterson, little has been done with their understanding of 
prayer and not in conversation with theological education; on Barth, a few analyses of his 
prayer and theology are available. To explore such a wide range of literature, my limits 
are narrow: exploration of key foundational texts discussing Protestant theological 
education for ministry in the United States which have helped shape the conversation; 
analyze how they discuss the practice of prayer for those preparing for ministry; and 
maintain a focus on the theological classroom.  
 
                                                     
125 I use pedagogy to refer to teaching in general, even though it can also refer to the teaching of 
children. Andragogy refers to the teaching of adults, but is not widely used outside of adult education.  
 35 
 
CHAPTER TWO 
SEARCHING FOR PRAYER IN TEXTS ON THEOLOGICAL EDUCATION  
 
In this chapter, I will explore seven texts that continue to shape conversations on 
Protestant theological education for ministry: Theologia; Between Athens and Berlin; To 
Understand God Truly; God’s Fierce Whimsy; Being There; The Ideal Seminary; and 
Educating Clergy.1 I selected these texts to exemplify the range of engagement or non-
engagement with prayer in the theological classroom over time. 2 Theologia inaugurated 
an intensive theological education conversation in 1983 and Educating Clergy explores a 
ten-year pedagogical study of theological schools published in 2006. I also include a 
foundational text on theological education from a feminist perspective published in 1985, 
                                                     
1 Edward Farley, Theologia: The Fragmentation and Unity of Theological Education (Eugene: 
Wipf and Stock Publishers, 1983); David Kelsey, To Understand God Truly: What's Theological About A 
Theological  School (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1992); David Kelsey, Between Athens and 
Berlin: The Theological Education Debate (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993); The Mud Flower Collective, 
God’s Fierce Whimsy, (New York: The Pilgrim Press, 1985); Jackson Carroll, Being There: Culture and 
Formation in Two Theological Schools (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997); Carnegie Calian, The 
Ideal Seminary: Pursuing Excellence in Theological Education (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 
2002); Charles Foster et al., Educating Clergy: Teaching Practices and the Pastoral Imagination, (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2006); Carnegie Calian, The Ideal Seminary: Pursuing Excellence in Theological 
Education (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2002); 
2 These are representative of the texts and articles which continue to inform the conversation and 
theological education. Other texts of note: Dietrich Werner, “Challenges and Opportunities in Theological 
Education in the 21st Century: Pointers for a New International Debate on Theological Education,” World 
Council of Churches (2009); Association of Theological Schools, “Handbook of Accreditation: Section 8--
A Guide for Evaluating Theological Learning” (Association of Theological Schools, December 2005); 
Jeremiah J. McCarthy, “Issues and Challenges in Theological Education: Three Reflections,” Theological 
Education 37, no. 2 (January 1, 2001): 101; Robert Banks, Re-Envisioning Theological Education: 
Exploring a Missional Alternative to Current Models (Grand Rapids: W.B. Eerdmans Pub., 1999); J Eileen 
Scully, “Theological education for the Anglican Communion: The Promises and Challenges of TEAC,” 
Anglican Theological Review 90, no. 2 (March 1, 2008): 199; Charles Wood, Vision and Discernment: An 
Orientation in Theological Study (Eugene: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2002); Virginia Cetuk, What to 
Expect in Seminary: Theological Education as Spiritual Formation (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998); 
Rebecca S. Chopp, Saving Work: Feminist Practices of Theological Education, (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox Press, 1995); Joseph C. Hough and John B. Cobb, Christian Identity and Theological 
Education, (Atlanta: Scholars Press, ); Malcolm L. Warford, ed., Practical Wisdom: On Theological 
Teaching and Learning, (New York: Peter Lang, 2004). 
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God’s Fierce Whimsy, highlighting feminist concerns with the state of theological 
education. This chapter will explore each text for the role and understanding of prayer in 
order to highlight how their assumptions and perspectives on prayer might influence 
pedagogy in the theological classroom.  
 
Edward Farley’s Theologia 
Practical Theologian Edward Farley’s Theologia is a foundational text of practical 
theology which addresses theological education as a central focus.3 Farley explores the 
history of theological education and the concept of theologia, a sapiential knowledge of 
God.  He diagnoses the challenge in academic education for ministry as a loss of 
theologia and the fragmentation of a unified study of theology into discrete disciplines.  
For the purposes of this dissertation, Farley’s work offers an understanding of theology 
and theological education as intimately tied with theological wisdom in relationship with 
God.  However, as his critics note, he does not offer suggestions for how to regain this 
understanding of theologia.4 Prayer is infrequently referenced and falls under the broad 
category of piety.5 Even though Farley’s historical analysis of the shifts and changes of 
theology and theological education is extensive, he misses the role of prayer in the first 
                                                     
3 Farley, Theologia: The Fragmentation and Unity of Theological Education. 
4 Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore, “The 'Clerical Paradigm': A Fallacy of Misplaced Concreteness?” 
International Journal of Practical Theology, vol. 11, 2007, 19. 
5 Farley, Theologia: The Fragmentation and Unity of Theological Education, 160. 
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millennium of the Christian tradition by his dismissal of monasticism and monastic 
theology.6 
Farley dismisses the kind of theology occurring in the monastic centers for the 
first twelve centuries after Christ,7 and by doing so rejects an entire stream of prayer 
practice in dialogue with a theologically-shaped worldview. Considering that Farley’s 
goal is a recovery of theologia, defined as a habitus of the human soul which cultivates 
wisdom and “cognition of God and things related to God,”8 the dismissal of the monastic 
tradition’s practice as a potential source for recovering theologia is perplexing, but not 
altogether surprising. Farley uses the word “prayer” only eight times in the two hundred 
pages of his text,9 and he does not explore one of the primary practices in which the 
centers of learning, the monasteries, nurtured their language and thinking about God: the 
daily study of the scriptures using lectio divina, a practice which marries a focused 
cognitive reflection on the scripture with intimate prayer, leading to a rhythm of listening, 
responding, and dialoguing with God through the text of scripture.10 
Farley rejects the monastic context as only having “a learning of a sort”11 and 
rejects this history as not accessing the kind of theologia which he is seeking to recover. 
However his own definitions belie his goal. He writes, “[A] salvifically oriented 
                                                     
6 Ibid., 33.   
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid., 31. 
9 Ibid., 36, 41, 52, 53, 61, 62, 66, 195. Prayer is never defined. 
10 Lectio divina is not mentioned, though a footnote references Jean Leclercq’s The Love of 
Learning and Desire for God. 
11 Farley, 33. 
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knowledge of divine being was part of the Christian community and tradition long before 
it was named theology.”12 He continues, 
The door through which classical learning and classical literature entered 
monastic education was reading, memorizing, expounding, and meditation 
on Scripture. Furthermore, the great teachers of the church from patristic 
times on had engaged in what now could be called inquiry, a discipline of 
thought and interpretation occurring in their commentaries on Scripture and 
in their polemical and pedagogical writings…[T]his was more apt to be 
thought of as (Christian) philosophy. Whatever the term, there was in this 
early period, in addition to knowledge of God (the cognitive act, the 
illumined mind), the effort of discerning and setting forth the truth given to 
the world by God through Jesus.13  
Farley dismisses the monastic tradition for only having a “kind of learning,” yet then 
acknowledges that it did, indeed, have a method of inquiry for discerning truth. When 
theologia moves into a second stage, where it becomes a scientia, discipline, Farley 
defines it as “a state and disposition of the soul which has the character of knowledge”14, 
and that it is “a practical, not theoretical, habit having the primary character of 
wisdom.”15 His arguments imply that this is somehow different from the first twelve 
hundred years of a theological knowledge most often pursued in monastic contexts, but 
Farley admits that “in the second period [twelfth century to seventeenth century] theology 
characteristically refers to a practical, salvation-oriented (existential-personal) knowledge 
of God.”16 There seems to be no difference between this understanding of theology and 
                                                     
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid., 33-34. 
14 Ibid., 35. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid., 35-36. 
 39 
 
what the monastics of the first twelve centuries were attempting: an existential-personal 
knowledge of God. Because Farley ignores the influence, it is critical to briefly explore 
the Benedictine monastic context and how its prayer practices and theology might inform 
theological education for ministry. Not only is this a foundational tradition which had a 
wide influence on Christian theology and practice over the centuries, it is still a viable 
tradition today. 
Farley cites Benedictine monastic scholar Jean Leclercq’s The Love of Learning 
and Desire for God, so it is important to explore Leclercq’s understanding of monastic 
theology, education and prayer. Jean Leclercq begins his text with a question: “Is there 
any form of intellectuality which is a theology on the one hand and monastic and nothing 
but monastic on the other?”17 He affirms that such a theology exists and its height was 
reached in the twelfth century. Leclercq argues:  
To begin with, one fact is certain: there really is a monastic literature on 
Scripture, and it is abundant, more abundant than the few studies dedicated 
to it would lead us to believe. To verify this fact, we have an elementary 
method, that of statistics. If this is applied to the Biblical Repertory of the 
Middle Ages, it is seen that, for the period which extends from the ninth 
century to the beginning of the thirteenth, monastic authors are nearly three 
times more numerous in it than others. Moreover, this list is far from 
complete. It can even be said that up to and during the twelfth century, 
monastic authors are so numerous that they set the tone. Then, little by little, 
scholastic commentaries become more numerous.18 
This was not simply a prescholastic theology, of which there is also evidence, but a 
                                                     
17 Leclercq, 1. 
18 Ibid., 79. 
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monastic theology evidenced by non-scholastic theological texts.19 
Based on the Rule of Benedict and its emphasis on lectio divina20 and the opus 
dei21, literacy was very important within the framework of Benedictine monasticism. 
Monks would need training to read and understand scripture, patristic authors, and 
classical texts.22 In order to support this need for reading skills, monasteries resembled 
both classical schools in the use of grammatic—to learn not only how to read, but to 
understand the reading--and the rabbinical school in the use of the scripture as the central 
text for meditation.23 Leclercq writes: 
[T]o meditate is to read a text and to learn it “by heart” in the fullest sense 
of this expression, that is with one’s whole being; with the body, since the 
mouth pronounced it, with the memory which fixed it, with the intelligence 
which understands its meaning, and the will which desires to put it into 
practice.24 
Leclercq argues that this focus of meditation on a text is fundamental and is founded on a 
concrete interaction with a text. The text acted as a mirror, a teacher, leading toward 
transformation and a way of life centered in mercy, good works, and loving neighbor. 
                                                     
19 Ibid., 1. 
20 Contemporary monastic scholar Michael Casey describes this prayerful reading: “This monastic 
reading was less like study, as we know it, and more like prayer. It was not an intellectual exercise aimed at 
gathering information or achieving some sort of personal synthesis at the level of theory. It was, rather, a 
full and voluntary immersion of the monk in the Word of God, allowing it to touch his awareness, to enflame 
his desire, to direct his understanding and eventually to serve as a guide and incentive to Gospel living. The 
monk prayed and reflected even as he read, allowing his situation to determine the blend of different 
elements in the exercise. But, above all, his reading was at the service of living; exposing himself to the 
evangelical teaching was the first and fundamental stage in implementing the teaching in life.” Michael 
Casey, Undivided Heart, 25.  
21 Work of God, the daily schedule of psalm-based communal prayer. 
22 Leclercq, 13 
23 Ibid., 18. 
24 Ibid., 17. 
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This prayerful kind of reading sought God, and did not center on speculation or 
abstracted knowledge, but was “entirely oriented toward life.”25 Leclercq states: “There is 
no Benedictine life without literature.”26  
By the twelfth century, there were two kinds of schools, one for monks, another 
for clerics. The monastic schools were predominately for those students planning to 
become monks, whereas the clerical, or exterior, schools admitted both kinds of students. 
The exterior schools used the first level trivium (grammar, logic, rhetoric) and the second 
level quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry, music, astronomy), but the third level theological 
studies was a rarity.27 In the monastic schools, monks studied individually under an 
abbot, focusing on the biblical text and church fathers, within the monastic way of life.28 
On the other hand, the clerical schools were in cities connected to cathedrals. Scholastic 
theology developed in these schools around the twelfth century. Leclercq defines the 
scholastic method “as not a reliance on Aristotle, but the procedure for teaching. 
Questions applied to the sacred pagina.”29 The scholastic method focused on knowledge, 
whereas monastic education, the final goal was God, a “querere Deum,” a desire or 
seeking for God.30 In the monastery school, study was not an addition, but simply a 
                                                     
25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid., 2. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid., 2. 
30 Ibid., 18. 
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support for the seeking for God.31  
Returning to Farley’s text, the question for Farley seems to center around when 
theologia moved from being a gift from God, thus a “habitus of the soul”, to a something 
that could be “promoted, deepened, and extended by human study and argument.”32 By 
the time of the scholastic Thomist schools, theology had become not only a “cognitive 
habitus of the soul, but a deliberate and methodical undertaking whose end was 
knowledge…theology in this sense became a discipline,”33 the seeds of which we see in 
Leclercq’s description the difference between the two schools.   
Farley mentions the term prayer first in his analysis of the differences between 
the Thomist school and those of the Augustinian-monastic linage. The latter continues 
what Farley denotes as the first period of theologia, with an emphasis on the “divine 
illumination of the intellect.”34 Both the Thomist and Augustinian-monastic schools 
“agree that theology is a habitus, an attitude of the soul, but the [Augustinian] 
Churchmen see it more as a directly infused gift of God, tied directly with faith, prayer, 
virtues, and yearning for God.”35 Farley then traced this view to eighteenth century 
European Pietism. Farley states: “The pietists’ focus on the theologian, the life of the 
                                                     
31 Ibid., 21. 
32 Farley, 36-37. 
33 Ibid., 37. 
34 Ibid., 36. 
35 Ibid. 
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student, the training in the Christian life, assumes the Augustinian-monastic view of 
theology.”36 
Farley argues that pietism “attempted to correct a scholastic-scientific approach to 
the study of theology in which rational demonstrations were more central than faith and 
personal formation.”37 Pietism focused on “prayer and discipline as the setting of 
theological study.”38 The minister was not to be a “knower” primarily, but a doer of 
ministerial tasks, therefore the emphasis shifted to learning these tasks in theological 
education.39 
After the Reformation and in the rise of the universities, introductions to the study 
of theology were written for students. In these, Farley observes, knowledge is both given 
by God, but also found in the scripture, so study was important to “help uncover and 
rightly interpret this deposit…at the same time extend and deepen the knowledge.”40 
Because this kind of theology is sourced “in God’s own knowledge and its telos in the 
final vision of God, it is not primarily a science in any modern sense nor could it contain 
within itself ‘sciences.’”41 Farley notes here, in another mention of prayer, that Luther’s 
rules of oratio, meditatio, and tentatio, guide the whole literature of this period: “Even 
when the study is a reading of Scripture, this must be done in prayer, for the study of 
                                                     
36 Ibid., 36. 
37 Ibid., 41. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid., 41. 
40 Ibid., 51. 
41 Ibid. 
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theology is a process of spiritual formation.”42 It seems that Farley is most concerned by 
the pietists’ approach because what was theologia, a sapiential knowledge of God, 
becomes merely a given content, to be applied to situations without reflection.43 In his 
appraisal, this creates the modern understanding of theory applied to practice.44 He 
writes: “The study of theology was a matter of prayer, personal discipline, and study, all 
for the purpose of forming that sapiential knowledge called theologia. In these former 
periods it is that, theologia, which the priest or minister must have to exercise the 
vocation of ministry.”45 Ironically, even though Farley dismisses the monastic context 
and fails to explicitly highlight the importance of prayer, his argument points to prayer as 
a key element in the formation of theologia.  
The pietists transformed theological education into a cluster of studies focused on 
the training of ministers.46 For Farley, this was the seed of the clerical paradigm. 
Ultimately, in order to justify theology as a discipline worthy of inclusion in the 
university context (alongside medicine and law), theology became associated with 
professional training for clergy.  
Practical theologian Bonnie Miller-McLemore offers a critique to Farley’s 
perspective—especially how it has been used47--which is important for the discussion of 
                                                     
42 Ibid., 52. 
43 Ibid., 61. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid., 62. 
46 Ibid., 63. 
47 Miller-McLemore, 20. 
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prayer in theological education. Since Farley’s blame of the clerical paradigm, practical 
theology and pastoral theology has shied away from anything that would suggest 
applying theory to ministerial practice. Miller-McLemore argues that “the field of 
practical theology needs to learn a lot more about practical theological know-how: how to 
teach it, how to learn it, and how to demonstrate it.”48 She suggests that Farley’s wider 
critique of theology as a whole is that originally “theology referred to both the personal 
salvific knowledge of God and the discipline or organized study of such knowledge,”49 
which then shifted to the separation of theology into different disciplines and the reign of 
the historical-critical method. For Miller-McLemore, this shift points to the academic 
paradigm being a more influential consideration than the clerical paradigm.50 In reflecting 
on systematic theology, Miller-McLemore writes: 
[Theology] has become technical, and not just because of the clerical 
paradigm. In the last several decades, systematic theologians began to write 
for a public removed from Christian life and ministry. Few parishioners saw 
such abstruse theological activity as something in which they engaged. 
When they wanted to understand their religious lives, they turned instead to 
scholars better able to provide lively, meaningful language: psychologists, 
economists, political scientists, and even authors of spiritual memoirs. Thus, 
in the ‘academic paradigm,’ systematic theology faced a no-win situation. 
Too pious for the academy, it became too academic for the church.51 
                                                     
48 Ibid., 21. 
49 Ibid., 24. 
50 Ibid., 25. 
51 Ibid., 26. 
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Miller-McLemore continues: “Theologians in both systematic and practical theology 
underestimated the intelligence involved in practice and overlooked the limitations of 
merely academic knowledge.”52 
 The limitation of academic knowledge is a clear point of concern for Farley in his 
attempt to recover theologia. While Farley does not explicitly analyze the role of prayer 
in his historical analysis of theologia, he does point to its importance. Even more so, as 
he offers method of theological reflection on situations in his book’s conclusion, the 
fourth step of his method seeks to discern “the kingdom of God, the situation as God 
undergirds it, pervades it, disposes it, lures it to its best possibilities.”53 While Farley does 
not explicitly explore a role for prayer, his understanding of theological reflection still 
includes an undefined engagement with God—which could be defined as prayer. 
 
David Kelsey: Paideia and Wissenschaft 
 Unlike Farley, who focuses on historical analysis, David H. Kelsey, professor of 
the theology at Yale, analyzes the foundational texts in the theological education 
conversation. In his books Between Athens and Berlin: The Theological Education 
Debate and To Understand God Truly: What’s Theological about a Theological School, 
Kelsey explores the approaches to theological education through the helpful lens of 
Athens, marked by paideia, a formation-based educational system used by the Greeks 
                                                     
52 Ibid. 
53 Farley, 168.  
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and brought into the Christian tradition with some modifications, and Berlin, a model of 
education instituted at the University of Berlin, which focuses on wissenschaft, a critical, 
disciplined research into an object of study.  
 The American expressions of theological education for ministry have, in Kelsey’s 
view, taken aspects of paideia and wissenschaft and created a variety of models, though 
with varying levels of success at creating a coherent practice. Reviewing the literature 
“reveals deep incoherencies in the way theological education is, in actual practice, 
theologically conceived; and ...sharply focuses much of what is at stake in different 
understandings of ‘the nature of theology.’”54  
 
Paideia 
Paideia was a process of “character formation”55 or “culturing the soul”56 in 
Greek society and was taken up into Christianity, with the life of discipleship being 
imaged as a form of paideia.  Kelsey draws his understanding of paideia and its 
appropriation and practice in Christianity from Werner Jaeger’s Early Christianity and 
Greek Paideia.57 This way of educating runs from the 4th century through the 
Renaissance, and then is brought into the current discussions around theological 
education through Edward Farley’s Theologia which argues for a “Christian paideia.”58 
                                                     
54 Kelsey, Between Athens and Berlin, 3. 
55 Ibid., 6. 
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid., 7. 
58 Ibid. 
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 When considering paideia as an educational approach of Christianity, Kelsey 
argues for four characteristics:  
1) The goal is the formation of arête of the soul, excellence, which is not simply 
being formed in virtues, but gaining “knowledge of the Good itself.”59 This is 
marked by inquiry into the “single, underlying principle of all virtues, their 
essence. To be shaped by arête simply is to know the Good.”60 
2) The Good is not simply an essence, but the “highest principle of the 
universe.”61 
3) Learning about the Good is not something that can be taught directly, through 
the teaching and learning of information. Rather, it “comes through 
contemplation, the ultimate fruit of which is an intuitive insight, a gnosis of the 
Good.”62 The teacher helps to shape a student’s inquiry, through the study of key 
texts,  to facilitate insight. 
4) Paideia education is communal, which supports the slow growth, a slow 
conversion or “turning around of the soul from preoccupation with appearances to 
focus on reality, on the Good.”63 
Kelsey argues that this understanding of paideia was simply the way that early Christians 
understood Christianity and what it meant to be Christian: “a theological education whose 
                                                     
59 Ibid., 9. 
60 Ibid. 
61 Ibid. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Ibid. 
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goal is knowledge of God, and correlatively, forming persons’ souls to be holy.”64 
Striking in this way of conceiving of paideia as knowledge and a formation in holiness, is 
the lack of attention to any human-divine relational aspects of this formation. Since 
Kelsey does not address prayer in his analysis of paideia, and since he argues that paideia 
is an “inseparable” aspect of Christianity, that it is one of the approaches embraced by 
North American theological education and that it cannot be abandoned,65 it is important 
to briefly explore how prayer operated in the early Christian understanding of paideia. 
 In order to reflect more deeply on the understanding of paideia in early Christian 
understandings of education and practice, it is necessary to consider the classic text on 
paideia and Christianity, which Kelsey bases his understanding of paideia: Early 
Christianity and the Greek Paideia by Werner Jaeger.66 Jaeger argues that the concept of 
Greek paideia was taken into Christianity as early as the end of the 1st century when 
Hellenized Jews began to become Christians and the disciples of Jesus began 
evangelizing those outside of the Jewish tradition. To make the Christian message 
understandable to these new converts, steeped as they were in Greek tradition and 
philosophy, Christian evangelists borrowed and adapted concepts from the Greek 
philosophical tradition to make the Christian message understandable. For instance, in the 
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Acts of the Apostles, Paul preaches in Athens referencing the unknown god. Jaeger 
writes:67  
That was the decisive moment in the encounter of Greeks and Christians. 
The future of Christianity as a world religion depended on it. The author of 
Acts saw this clearly when he let the apostle Paul visit Athens, the 
intellectual and cultural center of the classical Greek world and the symbol 
of its historical tradition, and preach on that venerable spot, the Aeropagus, 
to an audience of Stoic and Epicurean philosophers, about the unknown 
God.68 
A later imitator of the Acts places Philip in an identical position stating, “I have come to 
Athens in order to reveal to you the paideia of Christ.” According to Jaeger, “that was 
indeed what the author of our Acts wanted to do.”69 He continues, 
In calling Christianity the paideia of Christ, the imitator stresses the 
intention of the apostle to make Christianity appear to be a continuation of 
the classical Greek paideia, which it would be logical for those who 
possessed the older one to accept. At the same time he implies that the 
classical paideia is being superseded by making Christ the center of a new 
culture. The ancient paideia thereby becomes its instrument.70 
Jaeger argues that the reception of early Christianity within Greek contexts led to it being 
perceived as a philosophy. Jaeger writes, “The interpretation of Christianity as a 
philosophy should not surprise us, for when we stop to consider for a moment with what 
a Greek could compare the phenomenon of Jewish-Christian monotheism we find 
nothing but philosophy in Greek thought that corresponds to it.”71  
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But something shifted in the paideia of the Greek philosophers as it came into 
usage within Christian circles: “philosophical speculation was used by [Christian 
philosophers like Clément and Origen] to support a positive religion that was not itself 
the result of independent human search for the truth, like earlier Greek philosophies, but 
took as its point of departure a divine revelation contained in a holy book, the Bible.”72 
This revelation was God’s action in history and specifically, God’s self-revealing in Jesus 
Christ. 
Jaeger argues that for the Christian philosophers, paideia was a formation in Jesus 
Christ,73 a person, so therefore paideia is now centered on a relationship. He also notes 
that the literature used as a foundation for this paideia shifts from Greek literature to the 
Hebrew and Christian scriptures, and especially the Psalms. Jaeger cites the fourth 
century Cappadocian theologians Basil of Caesarea and Gregory of Nyssa as viewing the 
Psalms as the primary text for Christian paideia.74 This is a key distinction in that the 
Psalms are a collection of poetic human engagements with God—prayers which have 
been foundational aspects of both Jewish and Christian worship. Since paideia for the 
Christian philosophers shifted from a predominately cognitive formation to one based on 
a person and marked by prayer, then theological education harkening back to paideia as 
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an ideal could find a warrant for more actively including prayer in student formation. It 
also provides a warrant for using the Psalms in some capacity for this formation. 
 
Wissenschaft 
The second model of education, or excellence, as Kelsey refers to it,75 is 
wissenschaft, “the mastery of the truth about whatever is studied”76 and “critical research 
that is orderly and disciplined.”77 Kelsey gives this model the name “Berlin” after an 
important argument was won to include theological studies in a research university, at the 
founding of the University of Berlin in 1810. Influenced by the reform of the university 
educational system already going on in Germany, this new university was the 
culmination of a movement focused on two commitments: “critical historical methods of 
inquiry applied to every appropriate topic, sacred as well as secular; and reason as the 
final arbiter of all questions about truth.”78 Empiricism and critical historical research 
underpinned the reformers conception of reason.79  
The challenge in this new understanding of the university was the role of 
theological education. Theology had been ranked as the highest faculty in the previous 
understanding of the educational system, but this shifted to allow for freedom from any 
domination by a system or institution, such as church, understandings of revelation, or 
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traditions of doctrine.80 The founders of the university wanted freedom, as understood 
within the context of the Enlightenment: “reason’s independence from all authority and 
its innate responsibility critically to scrutinize any claim to authority.”81 Since theology 
appealed to understandings of revelation and the traditions of church practice and belief, 
this made theology’s claim to be a science (the translation of wissenschaft)82 in this new 
understanding of science, empirically defined, questionable, since issues of truth were to 
be subjected to rigorous critical investigation.83  
Another aspect of university education was a focus on the professional education 
of doctors, lawyers, and clergy. Under this aspect, theology was argued as a necessary 
part of the university system, to provide an educated clergy for the good of society. Both 
Farley and Kelsey explore the ramifications of the clerical paradigm in detail, and it need 
not be revisited here. Rather, the more important aspect is the impact of critical inquiry 
requirements on the study and practice of theology. Since the Enlightenment educational 
ideals required the freedom to question all received sources of truth, theology was 
expected to open biblical sources and doctrine to critical inquiry.84 Kelsey writes that this 
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84 This points again to Bonnie Miller-McLemore’s critique of the clerical paradigm. It is the 
academic paradigm which is the underlying problem. 
 54 
 
new approach required “re-search”—taking all the accepted authorities (who had been 
accepted for centuries) and doing an independent search for truth that could, 
subsequently, be “repeated and so reconfirmed by any other qualified inquirer.”85  
Kelsey argues that God cannot be understood directly.86 Understanding comes 
through indirect ways as people engage and ask questions about God and God’s 
relationship to life. Kelsey writes: 
To grow in understanding something is to grow in a set of abilities in 
relation to what is being understood. The growth comes through our 
engagement over a period of time in certain relevant practices…patterns of 
activity that are governed by rule-like regularities…Practices usually 
involve criticism, that is rules according to which our activity has to be 
corrected in certain respects from time to time.87 
Kelsey attempts to steer clear of distilling the understanding of God into one thing, noting 
that when it comes to theological education, the idea of understanding tends to be 
essentialized:  
It suggests that to understand God or anything else is some one phenomenon 
and that what is understood is some one meaning. It tends to yield an 
individualistic picture of theological schooling; it suggests that to 
understand God is a phenomenon experienced ‘in the privacy’ of students’ 
and teachers’ individual minds…It suggests that to understand God or 
anything else is a phenomenon in consciousness “apart from any practical 
entanglements or consequences.88  
Kelsey argues that a theological school is focused on understanding—as any kind of 
school would seek to educate its students about a particular body of knowledge. The 
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object of this knowledge, however, is God, which is not an object. Kelsey also argues that 
God cannot be studied via “controlled indirection” such as with the indirect study of 
subatomic particles.89 A theological school is, then, a school where the subjects or areas 
studied “are believed to lead to true understanding of God.”90 The challenge is that these 
areas for study are construed differently for the many different Christian traditions, so 
what comprises theological education is not reducible to a specific set of areas.91 Each 
school has its own ethos, its own commitments to what constitutes understanding God 
and how that understanding is best lived out. While some schools may focus on one 
primary way of understanding God, many are an amalgamation of ways, coexisting 
together within the school, explicitly and implicitly.92 
Prayer does not factor into Kelsey’s discussion of practice or understanding. 
Kelsey’s argument that God can only be understood indirectly seems to make God’s 
action in the world, communities, and personal lives not quite a relationship—which 
makes the lack of the practice of prayer understandable. Kelsey also rejects essentializing 
what it means to understand God, yet his focus on understanding God indirectly needs to 
be balanced by the difference between understanding God indirectly and engaging God 
directly. Engaging with God could be described as a relational knowledge in addition to 
understanding—one that involves love for the Other, not as an object to be understood.  
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Kelsey’s main quest, to understand God truly, requires more of this relational dynamic to 
be addressed. 
 In light of this critique, Kelsey does highlight four broad ways, based on his 
reading of Christian history, to describe what it has meant to understand God: 
contemplatively, 93 discursively, affectively, or actively. Prayer, which is notable by its 
absence,94  is not mentioned in his historical description of these ways of understanding 
the Divine. However, prayer is part of the practice and experience of those eras and 
communities Kelsey highlights: the early church, monastic movements, Thomist 
scholasticism, the pietists, the revivalists, Pentecostals, and liberation theology.  
Unfortunately, Kelsey rejects the contemplative mode of understanding as not 
having a place in the wissenschaft model of theological education because of its 
allegiance to revelation and tradition.95 This is surprising in that one of Kelsey’s main 
dialogue partners is Charles Wood, whom Kelsey cites as a possible third way out of the 
Athens-Berlin understanding of theological education.96 Wood argues that the critical 
questioning of sources was not a modern discovery:97 
At particular times and places, one or another of the basic critical questions 
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has been pursued with special vigor, and with notable results: e.g. the 
‘philosophical’ question of meaning and truth at the time of the early 
apologists, the ‘historical’ question of the authenticity of witness at the time 
of the Reformation, and the ‘practical’ question of how to live out the gospel 
during the period of the monastic reforms and revivals of the tenth and 
twelfth centuries. Criticism was not born with the Enlightenment.98 
Wood’s openness to the contemplative mode’s form of understanding is a helpful critique 
of Kelsey’s position. 
Kelsey notes that after the first year of theological education, conversations 
among students point to polarizations between what they had envisioned theological 
education to be, and what (in their experience) it actually is. These contrasts are 
theory/practice, with a desire toward more perceived integration of the two; 
academic/professional, with a desire, depending on the school, for more focus on one or 
the other; head/heart, with a desire, again depending on the school, to rectify a seeming 
imbalance between cognitive and affective teaching styles; and classroom/field, with a 
desire for more (practical) hands-on learning instead of (theoretical) classroom time.99 
Over time, according to Kelsey, these conversations find no resolution. What is missing 
from his assessment is the dynamic of relationship: how do the students and faculty relate 
to God in the context of the theological classroom? Quite possibly, the integration of 
these contrasts will be found through the intentional practice of engaging with God in the 
context of the classroom, where students spend a large amount of their educational 
energy and time. 
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God’s Fierce Whimsy 
 God’s Fierce Whimsy: Christian Feminism and Theological Education is a 
collaborative text gathering the perspectives of seven voices, The Mud Flower 
Collective,100 on the challenges of theological education in conversation with feminist 
thought. Naming themselves after “Mud Flower,” a poem by womanist theologian 
Delores S. Williams, the Collective tells stories of their experiences as women, 
theologians, Christians, feminists as way to enter into their challenges, frustrations and 
hopes for theological education. The mud flower is a symbol of “woman’s power in the 
world/church [that] grows only with difficulty and then only when well nourished and 
absolutely determined to grow studier and bigger and ever more beautiful.”101 
 God’s Fierce Whimsy offers a vastly different form of discourse about theological 
education than the other texts analyzed:  
Reflecting a bruised but irrepressible, angry and utopic, womanspirit-
bonding…[this book] is meant to elicit your response—your yes’s, your 
no’s, your me-too’s, your not-me’s. We invite your participation in these 
rituals of our common and separate lives. We ask you to move with us into 
our places of alienation as well as onto our commongrounds. Come with us 
into our remembering, our naming, our silences, and our speech. Join us in 
holding and withholding. Be with us in our affirmations and our 
denunciations, our mourning and our raging, our laying to rest what we must 
and our lifting up what we can. Think with us critically about where we 
have been, what we have done, where we are going, and what we are going 
to do.102 
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Written with a first person vibrancy, God’s Fierce Whimsy calls out theological schools 
as “arenas in which lukewarm faith and uninspired scholarship are peddled.”  They share 
from a feminist perspective what they envision seminary education can be, if it were to be 
restructured. 
 One of the important acknowledgments in their critique is the perception that 
theologians “fail to acknowledge explicitly that they have a praxis, as if their doctrines 
somehow float free of the contingencies of human life.”103 They argue that “all people 
live and work in ongoing dialectic between theory and practice…Everyone’s concepts of 
reality are informed by how, where and with whom they engage the world.”104 
 Praxis is seen as the experience of reflection/action, not as two separate moments, 
or a split between what is learned in the world and in the classroom.105 They write: “This 
presumed split between theory and practice reveals a mistaken epistemological 
understanding of how we learn. This misunderstanding is widespread in theological 
education.”106 It also points to a split between the brain and body, thinking and feeling, 
the mind and heart, academia and experience, objective and subjective. In each of these 
cases, the Collective argues that there is no actual split, only a perceived split.107  
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 Prayer is mentioned in God’s Fierce Whimsy as an important aspect of 
“ourselves-in-relation-to-God that undergird our spiritual cultures.”108 In one case, prayer 
is defined by who is not the object of the prayer: a white God, even though this is the 
image of God most often depicted. This is named clearly as racism and white privilege.109  
Most often prayer is mentioned within the stories shared by the Collective that make up 
the bulk of the book, and all the mentions were part of childhood memories.110  
 The rich narrative accounts describing how each member of the Collective 
stopped believing in God and then rediscovered belief again capture a relational dynamic 
which is missing from Farley and Kelsey. The Collective articulates the power of story: 
“The God-stories chapter may be an icon of experiences we have had in women’s groups 
around the country and in classroom where feminist method is practiced. We are all 
diminished because story-telling is not a regular part of our work together in classrooms 
and churches.”111 While not offering ideas for how this sharing of stories might be 
practiced in the theological classroom, the Collective’s own reflections provide rich 
examples that could inform course assignments and discussions, bringing personal and 
collective engagement with the Divine into the classroom. 
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Being There: Culture and Formation in Two Theological Schools 
Being There offers rich data for analysis about the formative nature of theological 
education.  It is based on a three-year study of a mainline seminary and an evangelical 
seminary. The main text is an ethnographic description covering three years with a cohort 
of Master of Divinity students. The final portions of the text offer an interpretation of the 
data, discussing how seminary culture forms students.112 The practice of prayer is 
mentioned in the descriptive section, but is not critically or theologically reflected upon, 
nor are suggestions offered about integration of prayer and study. While a good resource 
for theological education in general, it points to the need for more specific investigation 
into the role and understanding of prayer in theological education. 
 
The Ideal Seminary 
In The Ideal Seminary Carnegie Calian offers a chapter on “The Place of Prayer in 
Seminary Education.”113 For Calian, president of Pittsburgh Theological Seminary, 
prayer is “the heart of theological education.”114 He diagnoses theological education as 
suffering from a “sterile” prayer and suggests that “all prayers are premised on God’s 
grace and freedom to respond to us” and that “the believer trusts that God has our best 
interest as heart.”115  
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Calian notes that most of the classes at the seminary begin with prayer, and that 
“[f]aculty members are expected to have a living relationship with the Source of faith and 
not be afraid to share their struggles and joys if they are truly to be mentors 
to…seminarians.”116 The importance of prayer in theological education is clear, yet he 
does not offer clear suggestion for how to weave the practice of prayer into the 
theological classroom. Calian argues that students often “subordinate the development of 
[their] prayer life to the information and stimulation provided in [the] courses.”117 He 
suggests that students “may know that there is no need for division between prayer life 
and intellectual pursuits; however, when [students] analyze where [they] spend most of 
[their] time, the classroom and the library overshadow the chapel.”118 Calian describes 
the seminary as being “too busily engaged in cognitive learning, neglecting the spiritual 
dimension to complement our intellectual pursuits. The education agenda of our 
theological schools is not yet sufficiently holistic.”119 The goal is an integration of the 
chapel and classroom, and Calian offers positive support for bringing prayer and 
theological study together,120 however, Calian offers no concrete options for the 
theological classroom. 
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Educating Clergy 
 Educating Clergy: Teaching Practices and Pastoral Imagination is based on a 
comprehensive study begun in 2001 by the Lilly Endowment and The Carnegie 
Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching to investigate the preparation of Christian 
and Jewish clergy.121 It forms an installment in a larger project of The Carnegie 
Foundation on professional education across disciplines. The resulting text is 400 pages 
of rich material on the pedagogical practices of 18 accredited institutions, focusing on 
Master of Divinity and rabbinic programs.122 The entire context of each institution was 
explored, not just the academic coursework, but the bulk of the authors’ reflection 
engages the pedagogical approaches used in the classroom. 
 
The Academic Context and Other Modes of Learning 
The Educating Clergy study explored pedagogy in the theological classroom, and 
the specific challenges within Christian theological education123 in relationship within the 
21st century academy. Foster et al states: “Within professional education, the university’s 
embrace of ‘cognitive rationality’ pushed toward the near-equation of detached analytical 
reasoning with professional competence.”124 Clergy were “outside the inner circle of 
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science-based cognitive rationality.”125 The research university and theological education 
used different models of knowledge.126 Foster et al argues: 
Biblical religion is focused on claims about transcendent reality in the form 
of language about God. A significant part of every seminary student’s 
intellectual task is to come to grips with the meaning God will have for his 
or her own life as well as for his or her future professional career. Clergy 
must interpret God, or at least the ‘God language’ of their traditions, to the 
laity in private or public need.127 
Each profession has a particular commitment, such as medicine forming healers; clergy 
are formed to engage “the mystery of human existence.”128 
While the Educating Clergy researchers found that seminary faculty were 
committed to the “wissenshaft values of rationality and objectivity generally associated 
with the academic study of religion,”129 they also were committed to forming students 
who could provide leadership in Christian communities, incarnating proficiency in the 
four dimensions of interpretation, formation, contextualization, and performance as 
appropriate for their particular vocation and community.130 The educators were able to 
function “in relationship to a trajectory of normative meanings associated with real and 
mythic events in the past central to their collective identities and activities in the present. 
These communal norms not only establish boundaries for human knowing and doing in 
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the communities in which the teachers engage the learning of their students, but they are 
also repositories of possibility and sources of constructive critique in their interactions 
with each other.”131 
While it may seem that the university’s commitment to wissenschaft and objective 
rationality would challenge the commitment to God as God is varyingly understood 
within Christian communities, normative commitments are part of other professions way 
of being and doing as well.132 Clergy education includes formation in an “alternative 
form of reality” and “antedate the cognitive revolution of modern science”133 and 
therefore must navigate, and help students navigate, the perceived dissonance. Foster et 
al., bring in David Kelsey’s discussion of wissenschaft and paideia, and offer that paideia 
represents the “values located in the authority of the tradition.”134 
Reflecting on professional education in general in the last century, and clergy 
education in particular, the authors consider the three dimensions in which professionals 
within a defined field need training: cognitive, practical, and normative. Professional 
schools are “hybrid institutions.”135 Foster et al continues: 
They are part of the tradition of cognitive rationality at which the academy 
excels. They are also part of the world of practice, emphasizing the craft 
know-how that marks expert practitioners of the domain. And they operate 
with the inescapably normative knowledge contained in the identity of being 
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a particular kind of professional.136 
The authors highlight that professional schools are like apprenticeships, and that these 
three dimensions are expressed in the three apprenticeships of intellectual development, 
skill, and identity formation. These dimensions have been increasingly divorced from 
each other and pursing their reintegration is a current challenge, effected by faculty who 
can model and coach137 this integration. The study found that “educators of clergy 
generally work hard and creatively at linking this cognitive and intellectual 
apprenticeship with the demands of future clergy practice.”138  
 Formation is what the seminary calls the integration of these three dimensions of 
knowledge, a formation that will lead to a “transformation of identity” in the student.139 
Foster et al states:  
Such formative processes are expected to be at the heart of all forms of 
professional education. However, under the influence of the technical model 
of the professional, they are usually attended to only sporadically and 
practices of professional formation are rarely explicitly recognized and 
named as such. Although seminaries have not escaped the power of the 
technical model of professionalism, the intellectual core of their teaching 
has been a concern with the significance and practical implications of the 
interpretations of texts, customary practices, and experience. This focus has 
kept the idea of formative education alive, whereas in other forms of 
professional education it has often simply be forgotten.140 
                                                     
136 Ibid.  
137 Ibid., 5. 
138 Ibid., 7 
139 Ibid., 11. 
140 Ibid., 10. 
 67 
 
The goal of formation in seminary is to cultivate “dispositions and the intuitive 
knowledge, or habitus, of a given religious or intellectual tradition in students.”141  
In order to effect formation, integrating the three dimensions of cognitive, practical, and 
normative or professional identity,142 clergy educators use specific pedagogies. The focus 
on teaching pedagogies was based on a review of the article topics in Theological 
Education143 for a ten-year period prior to Educating Clergy’s publication. There has 
been a turn from exploring “educational aims and purposes”144 to clergy identity 
reflections to institutional impacts on learning to a focus on “methods and strategies used 
in teaching.”145 The literature on theological education (and education in general146) as a 
whole over the past thirty years seems to bear out a similar trend, with the most recent 
texts focused on pedagogy.147 
Foster et al., sought whether seminary education used a “signature classroom 
pedagogy”148 that would set it apart from other professional training. Rather than a 
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signature pedagogy, the researchers found that educators held four “shared intentions”149 
that seek to cultivate a pastoral imagination: interpretation, formation, contextualization, 
and performance, which together comprised a signature pedagogical framework.150  
Interpretation involves the learned ability to engage with the texts, situations, and 
relationships encountered by clergy, and engage them in conversation and analysis in 
light of the student’s particular tradition and community, and that tradition and 
community’s place in the wider culture and world. Formation cultivates the habits and 
dispositions that are particular to a minister’s way of being and doing in the world, 
personally and communally, vocationally and spiritually.151 Prayer is most often 
mentioned under formative pedagogies, such as practicing the presence of God and 
praying at the beginning or end of class.152  Contextualization is the awareness of the 
influence of context, both historical and contemporary. Performance pedagogies form a 
student in the public work of clergy as leaders of in a particular faith community and 
engagement with the wider community outside the church walls.153 Performance also has 
place in the learning experience. Schulman argues that signature pedagogies include a 
level of uncertainty—students are practiced into performing their learning in public, be 
                                                     
impart a certain body of knowledge and know-how;” (55) implicit structure, “a moral dimension that 
comprises a set of beliefs about professional attitudes, values, and dispositions.” (55) The fourth dimension 
is what is unaddressed in the pedagogy, “by the way it is shaped by what it does not impart or exemplify.” 
(55) See also Foster et al., 33. 
149 Foster et al., 33. 
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that in answering a question, engaging in discussion, or presenting knowledge. This 
aspect of learning may involve risk and anxiety. He states: 
Indeed, I would argue that an absence of emotional investment, even risk 
and fear, leads to an absence of intellectual and formational yield; 
…However, teachers must manage levels of anxiety so that teaching 
produces learning rather than paralyzing the participants with terror. When 
the emotional content of learning is well sustained, we have the real 
possibility of pedagogies of formation—experiences of teaching and 
learning that can influence the values, dispositions, and characters of those 
who learn.154 
It is important to consider the concept of practice. A practice has been defined as “a 
sustained, cooperative pattern of human activity that is big enough, rich enough, and 
complex enough to address some fundamental feature of human existence.”155 Rather 
than focusing on specific activities that are defined as prayer, the more important 
consideration is identifying the “pattern of human activity” within which specific prayer 
activities function. These activities, over time, may deepen the overall practice to which 
they belong, but they need to be consciously and critically connected to a framework of 
meaning. Foster et al., argue that practices become “so ingrained in habits and 
dispositions that not only are they extended over time and through generations, but also, 
as they are tested by new conditions and circumstances, ideas and procedures, they are 
renewed and even transformed. They become the structures of expertise and the resources 
                                                     
154 Shulman, 57-58. Also this ties in with the use of psalms as the reimagining of paideia as it was 
brought into Christian practice (Werner Jaeger). The affective content of the language encourages the full 
bringing of the person into the presence of God, without censoring. The psalms provide an interpretive 
framework for learning interaction with God by modeling the affective honesty and giving it a space for 
expression. 
155 Ibid., 27. Dykstra & Bass, 2002, 22. 
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for improvisation in meeting new and unexpected challenges.”156 To form students in a 
wider understanding of prayer that plays a role in their theological reflection would mean 
that prayer would no longer be seen as an add-on to their studies, but a crucial moment in 
the process. 
 
Pedagogies of Formation 
Educating Clergy focuses on one over-arching concern:  
How does a professional school prepare its students both for the specific 
skills needed to perform the functions they must enact, while also preparing 
them to become the kinds of human beings—morally, experientially, 
intellectually—to whom others are ready to entrust the performance of those 
functions? The skill of blessing a newborn child in the synagogue or of 
conducting the Eucharist ceremonies in a church are not technically 
complex. Consoling a mourning family or speaking out critically about the 
moral failings of political leaders are activities regularly pursued by 
therapists and journalist. But what kind of person, educated in which ways 
and formed under what circumstances, is entitled to offer those blessings or 
perform that ritual or offer consolation or social criticism in the name of 
God?157  
Poignantly, ministers who had graduated from the participant schools in the Educating 
Clergy study responded to questions about how their education affected their response to 
the September 11, 2001 attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. Private and 
public need called upon ministers to accompany many in the vulnerable hours, days, and 
months after the destruction, and to “gather the community in prayer and worship.”158 
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Public prayer leadership in general is considered one of the important functions of 
clergy.159 Prayer—personal and communal—and a focus on God’s absence or presence in 
the midst of the tragedy are mentioned repeatedly in the highlighted responses: turning to 
prayer, being a “compassionate presence of Christ to those who were…doubtful of God’s 
presence,”160 leading prayer services, allowing people to “be honest about asking God 
hard questions all within the context of a worshipping community.”161 One respondent 
strongly claims: “‘There is no emotion or experience God cannot handle; no rage or fear 
that makes God turn away. The seminary emphasized over and over again that platitudes 
do not invite people to really experience God,’ but that extending an ‘invitation to 
explore their real experience in the presence of God does.’”162 In order to invite people to 
“explore their real experience in the presence of God” requires a habit of practice which 
makes it possible for the minister to create such a space, hold the space, and welcome 
people (who may not have experienced such an invitation previously) into it.  
 In Educating Clergy, activities of prayer are mentioned in many contexts, 
predominately under the heading of pedagogies of formation. The researchers “observed 
pedagogies that engage students in the practice of the presence of God;”163 praying in 
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class;164 prayer opportunities outside of class in gatherings of worship.165 However, the 
researchers found that formation pedagogies, which integrate professional and spiritual 
training for ministry, are not often in the classroom itself.166 When it was included, many 
students “expressed appreciation for teachers who foster in their classes dispositions and 
habits that explicitly integrate religious knowledge, clergy identity, and character.”167  
 Drawing on Elliot Eisner’s The Educational Imagination,168 Foster et al., 
considers the three types of curriculum: explicit, which is found in the concrete language 
of “mission statements, courses of study, and syllabi;”169 implicit, “found in the rituals 
and organizational structures, values and assumptions, and patterns of relationship and 
authority that make up the culture of a school.”170 The null curriculum comprises 
everything that is not included, dismissed, neglected and in which the student is not 
formed.171 In considering the practice of prayer, the differentiation of the three 
curriculums is important. Do the activities of prayer operate within an explicit 
curriculum, so it is reflected upon critically in dialogue with wider educational and 
theological distinctives of the school? Or does prayer operate within the implicit 
curriculum, which may be less critically engaged because it is sourced in habits of 
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169 Ibid., 49. 
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instructional practice which uncritically assume prayer’s definition, importance and give 
it implicit meaning? Equally possible, prayer could be assumed to be a private activity, 
the province of the student, unreflectively holding no place in the overall instruction, and 
in effect becoming a null curriculum.  
Forming spiritual habits is a difficult task, according to the researchers, because of 
the variety of backgrounds and traditions represented by the students.172 Students have 
been formed by other interpretive frameworks: family, culture, subcultures, class, gender, 
race, ethnicity, and communities of faith. These practices and worldviews are second 
nature.173 These may be competing frameworks, and as they enter theological education, 
may create dissonance with the frameworks of the school and faculty.174 Those in the 
Educating Clergy study described the necessity of “helping...students grow out of the 
naïve, precritical, sentimental, or quasi-fundamentalist piety with which they enter 
seminary”175 and into a “pietism of a higher order”176 or “second naiveté.”177 
Commendable as this desire may be, it places one interpretive framework at odds with 
another (faculty vs student) and therefore requires a high degree of pastoral sensitivity on 
the part of the instructor. The researchers found that faculty were most concerned with 
students becoming critically reflective of their faith practices, expanding their 
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understanding of faith and practice, and exhibiting humility that their personal 
understanding should not be “the norm against which they should gauge all other 
people’s faith.”178 
 
Apprenticeship 
In reflecting on the practice of teaching, Foster et al. argues that teaching is 
comprised of methods, activities that are both optional and instrumental, and limited only 
by the imagination of the instructor. These methods are organized by the instructor 
toward the goals of the learning experience into a teaching strategy. 179 The instructor is 
practicing teaching, using the methods and strategy, and students are invited into this 
practice, as “apprentices to a master craftsperson.”180 
There is renewed interest into the practice of apprenticeship in the formation of 
the person.181 Master craftspersons ran studios with varying sized teams of assistants and 
apprentices. A young person would be apprenticed to a master for a variable amount of 
time, months or years, where the person would learn all aspects of producing a final 
work, be it a painting, sculpture, or other product. Such apprenticeships are most 
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181 Marchand writes: “In the field of anthropology, Marcel Mauss's presentation of the 'techniques 
of the body' was an early study of embodied learning and the reproduction of habitus (1932). Building upon 
Mauss's ideas, Bourdieu's seminal writings on everyday practice inspired renewed reflection upon the 'on-
site' formation of person and the nature of the mind-body relation (1977). An ensuing plethora of cross-
cultural studies about the ways people engage bodily in the world has served to extend our understanding of 
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think and say to include what they actually do.” (246) 
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commonly now in labor industries, such as building and carpentry, or in theatre, such as 
the training students receive in Summerstock programs, where everyone rotates through 
acting, set production, stage managing, and other aspects of the profession.  
Apprenticeship is a very kinesthetic mode of learning as apprentices learned by 
doing activities that incrementally formed them in the appropriate habitus for successful 
pursuit of the craft. Social anthropologist Trevor Marchand argues that the Platonic and 
Enlightenment focus on reason has marginalized the body in the learning of knowledge, 
and that “it is with bodies, and not merely words, that people learn, express, interpret, 
improvise and negotiate - in a word, 'craft' - their ways of knowing in the world.”182 This 
also ties in with pedagogical developments surrounding multiple intelligences183 and 
incremental/growth mindset of intelligence,184 as well as cognitive science discoveries 
about how the brain learns best by using multiple sensory hooks—sight, sound, smell, 
and touch.185 Educating Clergy highlights this way of knowing: 
Students participate in a teacher’s practice as apprentices to a master 
craftsperson. As the teacher invites the students into the rhythmic structure 
of the practice, the students subordinate themselves to the requirements of 
the rules, standards of excellence, and roles encountered in its methods and 
strategies. As they rehearse the knowledge and skills toward which the 
practice is directed, they are gradually drawn into the deeper structures of its 
ways of thinking, dispositions, and habits. Over time, the knowledge and 
skills required to participate in the practice become increasingly familiar, 
even comfortable and often unconscious, enhancing (but also sometimes 
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hindering) the continuing openness of students to learning.186 
Foster et al., suggests that the key is the invitation of the teacher to enter into the practice 
(and the activities which comprise it). The teacher is transparent about their own 
engagement with the practice, modeling for students how to live at the edge between 
expertise and on-going learning, as well as coaching them as they practiced.187  
Of the three practices in the chapter on pedagogies of formation,188 practicing the 
presence of God specifically dealt with prayer in the classroom. The descriptive example 
was of professor of New Testament189 Marianne Meye Thompson at Fuller Theological 
Seminary, who views herself as a “pastor…one for whom the ‘presentation of ideas and 
their application is pastoral from the outset.’”190 In her early years of teaching, she 
focused more on particular content, but now asks the questions: “Who is God? What is 
God doing the world? How does this particular text reveal this about God?”191 
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187 Ibid., 62, 94. Practical theologian Craig Dykstra argues as well for both the learning of 
practices from the inside and the need for mentors in the process of learning: “[P]articipation in…practices, 
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than just to be included in the practices. We need to come to understand them from the inside and to study 
and interpret carefully the realities we encounter through engagement in them. In order to learn them and 
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themselves.” Craig Dykstra, Reconceiving Practice, 50. 
188 The other two are practicing holiness and practicing religious leadership. 
189 Educating Clergy gave many examples in biblical courses, rather than instructors in systematic 
theology or doctrine courses. This begs the question whether classes focused on these disciplines are more 
challenging to incorporate the signature pedagogical framework of theological education. 
190 Ibid., 105. 
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 In one class, she took students through a “dialectical encounter with biblical texts 
through critical reflection…and personal and communal prayer.”192 Starting with positive 
passages, the course moved into working with more difficult and troubling passages, 
sometimes leading to anxiety and tension. The first meeting of the week was spent in 
exegesis; the second meeting, the students took their questions and frustrations into 
communal prayer with the texts. She reports that the students’ images of God were 
challenged beyond the comfortable and familiar. Rather than “pushing aside the new, 
frightening dimensions of the divine in order to withdraw back to a safer, comforting, 
familiar god, [the students moved] into these new images of God on a different level—
the difference of speaking in the second person ‘to’ this God rather than only in the third 
person, ‘about’ God.”193 This mingling of the critical study with a “devotional practice” 
helped the students learn “a technical vocabulary for encountering the mystery beyond 
the limits of their existing knowledge for experience.”194 This is a key example for the 
possibilities of melding interpretive frameworks within the classroom so that students 
become practiced in shifting from prayerful engagement to critical reflection. It is also 
illustrative of the role of transparency on the part of the teacher: Thompson invited 
students into a dialogue--at the horizon of knowledge and in the discomfort of what was 
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unknown--and was willing to walk with them into this space and model how she 
navigated in the seemingly uncharted waters. 195 
Educating Clergy cited other instructors who desired that students “experience the 
interdependence of the academic and the religious through their teaching.”196 But this 
was not a unanimous possibility or intention. For some instructors, the classroom was not 
a place with “room for disciplines of meditative reflection”197 even those that the 
instructor practiced personally. Instructors saw the seminary-wide gatherings for worship 
or liturgy as the way the context of prayer was incorporated into academic studies. Others 
used various practices such as “leading the class in prayer..., marking times of ‘centering 
silence,’ singing hymns, reading poetry, or using guided meditation.”198 Eleven percent 
of the faculty surveyed were against such activities in the classroom for the reason that 
students have not given the instructor the role of spiritual leadership in their lives. 
However, the study revealed the importance of instructors willing to be transparent, 
model, and coach students: 
[P]edagogies of formation reveal the transforming power of the teacher’s 
relation to God or to the mystery that is the subject of religious inquiry. This 
suggests that faculty attention to cultivating practices of holiness that 
complement their continuing quest to deepen the mastery of the subject of 
their teaching is an important dimension in their own formation as clergy 
educators.199 
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The instructor becomes an “embodiment of this transforming power” and students feel in 
“some small or large way they themselves are being moved by a glimpse of God or the 
realm of mystery.”200  
An image that captures this role of the instructor comes from astronomy: an 
astrometric binary star system. This system is a visible star paired with a black hole. The 
black hole is invisible, but its contours and properties are determined by its effect on the 
visible star—through wobbles in the orbit or other fluctuations in the visible star’s 
behavior due to gravitational pull.201 Instructors who are willing to be transparent and 
model how they engage with the material; deal with living on the horizon of the 
unknown; live in relationship with their understanding of the divine, God, mystery; or  
face unanswered questions for which they are living into the answers, can provide the 
space for students to practice their own engagement, exploring different possibilities as 
exemplified by different instructors. 
Apart from a few examples of teachers cultivating the melding of academic study 
and prayer in the classroom, Foster et al., mention most often the standard opening or 
closing the class with a prayer.202 In this case especially, prayer is an activity that is 
added into the experience of the classroom but may not be functioning within either its 
original interpretive framework or a clear re-imagined framework for its meaning in the 
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classroom context. Activities of prayer need to function within a flexible interpretive 
framework that can connect and even contain the larger goals of the theological 
classroom, and an instructor who can embody, model, and coach student into this 
engagement with God. 
The positive aspect of the use of prayer activities in the classroom, according to 
Foster et al., is that “this trend is more generally reshaping the assumptions and practices 
of contemporary seminary education not only as a new focus of scholarship for research 
and teaching but also as a mode of discourse and practice in some classes and in 
programs explicitly designed to cultivate student spirituality. This has all the appearances 
of a major reform movement in seminary education.”203 
 
Summary 
These seven key texts explore Protestant theological education and have guided 
(and continue to guide) the assumptions and approaches over the past thirty years. In 
analyzing them for the role and practice of prayer, we find Farley does not engage the 
monastic prayer tradition in his analysis of theologia, and does not offer a clear 
understanding of how prayer played a role in the historical understanding of theologia. 
However, Farley does offer a fourth step in his method for reading situations in order to 
discern “the kingdom of God, the situation as God undergirds it, pervades it, disposes it, 
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lures it to its best possibilities.”204 While a role for prayer is not explicitly explored, 
engagement with God briefly occurs in Farley’s understanding of theological reflection.  
Kelsey offers an analysis of theological education, focusing on the approaches of 
paideia and wissenschaft. However, how prayer functions in his understanding is not 
explicit; he misses the role of prayer and psalmody in the early church’s understanding of 
paideia; and he views the contemplative era of theological education as not being 
conducive to the demands of wissenschaft. This suggests a limited role for prayer in the 
theological classroom. 
For the Mud Flower Collective, prayer functions explicitly within 
autobiographical stories of the authors and implicitly in their engagement with God from 
within their respective theological frameworks. Their narrative mode of reflection does 
suggest a possible way into practicing prayer in the theological classroom. Calian in The 
Ideal Seminary values prayer as part of theological education, but does not discuss how it 
functions within the classroom. The Being There ethnographic study mentions prayer in 
the context of chapel and prayer meetings, but does not engage with prayer as part of its 
discussions on formation. Finally, while the Educating Clergy authors offer specific 
examples of prayer functioning in classroom situations and point to the students’ 
appreciation for instructors who model their own spiritual practice—apprenticeship--the 
majority of examples place prayer activities at the beginning of class, rather than 
interwoven into the fabric of the classroom pedagogy.  
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These foundational texts on Protestant theological education for ministry 
highlight the challenge of integrating three modes of attentive inquiry: objective study 
(third person critical inquiry), personal reflection (first person introspection), and 
engagement with the Divine (second person dialogue) within the theological classroom. 
We turn now to explore the practices of prayer and theological frameworks of three 
Protestant theologians: Karl Barth, Eugene Peterson, and Marjorie Suchocki for insights 
into how these three modes of attentive inquiry might coexist in theological study, and 
how they might offer a theological apprenticeship for students’ own exploration of their 
engagement with the Divine. 
 
 
 83 
 
CHAPTER THREE 
KARL BARTH 
 
 Arguably one of the greatest Reformed theologians of the 20th century, Swiss-
born Karl Barth (1886-1968) wrote over five hundred pages on the theology and practice 
of prayer, including a stand-alone text entitled Prayer. Surprisingly, early in-depth 
explorations of Barth’s theology, such as Hans Urs von Balthasar’s The Theology of Karl 
Barth (1951), includes no discussion of his theology of prayer, or even the mention of the 
role of prayer in Barth’s theological system.1 In light of the perceived split between 
academic theology and the practice of prayer already described, this is not surprising. 
Scholarly articles have begun to explore this aspect of Barth and found a rich depth of 
prayer practice within his theological framework.2 In fact, prayer plays a foundational 
role in the doing of theology in Barth’s worldview:  
The first and basic act of theological work is prayer… Undoubtedly, from 
the very beginning and without intermission, theological work is also 
study; in every respect it is also service; and finally it would certainly be 
in vain were it not also an act of love. But theological work does not 
merely begin with prayer and is not merely accompanied by it; in its 
totality it is peculiar and characteristic of theology that it can performed 
only in the act of prayer. In view of the danger to which theology is 
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exposed and to the hope that is enclosed within its work, it is natural that 
without prayer there can be no theological work.3 
Close reading of the Church Dogmatics, The Christian Life, Prayer, The Epistle to the 
Romans, Fifty Prayers, and Evangelical Theology is a way into Barth’s particular 
understanding of the role of prayer—especially for the theologian-pastors--from within 
his Reformed theological framework. This chapter will highlight key aspects of Barth’s 
practice of prayer across these writings: the definition of prayer as petition; the freedom, 
command, and obedience to pray in the life of the Christian; the Lord’s Prayer as the 
primary scriptural model for prayer as petition; Trinitarian relationships and human 
participation in prayer; Jesus as both answer and suppliant; the Kingdom, and the 
existence of evil. After exploring prayer itself, the chapter with conclude with Barth’s 
reflections on prayer in the work of theology and in the life of theologian-pastors, which 
includes all called to be disciples of Christ, and especially those called into preaching, 
teaching, and leadership in the Church. 
 
Jesus Christ: Divine Gift, Human Prayer 
 Barth considers prayer to be the one action, gifted by God to humanity, which 
uniquely expresses both humanity’s relationship with God, and God’s relationship with 
humanity. In exploring the characteristics of an action that could stand at the center of the 
Christian life, Barth suggests seven criteria.4 The action must be (1) something that 
                                                     
3 Karl Barth, Evangelical Theology: An Introduction, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 160. 
4 Karl Barth, The Christian Life: Church Dogmatics IV, 4 : Lecture Fragments, (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1981), 42. 
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humans can do in partnership with God in the graced covenant of Jesus Christ, and 
practiced in fellowship with him, as a participation in Christ’s own action;5 (2) it is 
empowered by God’s grace and only by God’s grace;6 (3) it is a “human action, willed 
and undertaken in the free human resolve and carried out concretely as man’s rising up 
and lying down, coming and going, eating and drinking, working and resting;”7 (4) it 
must be an action that “must precede, accompany, and follow” all of life’s actions, giving 
these “meaning, direction, and character;”8 (5) the action would acknowledge that God is 
humanity’s only help, and (6) express humility in relationship to God, depending 
completely on God’s saving action and not on personal efforts; and finally (7) this action 
empowered by God, must be done “with complete confidence, no reservation, doubt, 
hesitation, or vacillation,”9 the praying person is convinced that God both hears and 
answers.  
 While Eugene Peterson focuses on a God who speaks, Barth describes a God who 
hears, and creates the conditions for humanity to speak to God, a freedom provided 
through Jesus Christ, God’s foundational answer to humanity’s invocation.  
In prayer, he makes use of the freedom to answer the Father who has 
addressed him, or, to put it in another way, to go to meet the Father from 
whose goodness he proceeds, or, to put it in yet another way, to give direct 
and natural expression to his great surprise that God is his Father and that 
he is the child of God. In all its forms prayer is this answering, this going 
to meet, this direct expression of the truth of the situation in which the 
                                                     
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
 86 
 
Christian finds himself as a Christian.10  
For Barth, prayer is the cusp of relationship between God and humanity. It is not an 
“intimate act of self-help” or a “kind of alleviation, up life and purification” achieved by 
a “lofty monologue.”11  Barth does not subscribe to a view of prayer which makes it the 
“highest form of religious or Christian self-edification, a living and fruitful dialogue 
between the Christian and himself.”12 Rather, prayer is an invocation of God marked by 
second person dialogue—a “reciprocity between God and [humanity].”13 Barth observes 
that this invocation of, and dialogue with, God has many different manifestations in 
scripture, opening into his theology of God as a personal other: 
In the New Testament,…invocation of the Father is a crying according to 
Romans 8:23, a sighing according to Col 3:16 and Eph 5:19, a singing, or 
according to Luke 10:21, a rejoicing. Materially it is a thanksgiving, a 
praising, and above all a praying and interceding, so that it is always an 
expressed or unexpressed speaking. Since it is a speaking, it obviously 
presupposes the personal being not only of the one who speaks but also of 
the one addressed. The former counts upon it that the latter hears, that 
invoked is no mere thing, no deaf and dumb idea, however lofty, not in 
any sense a something; but in all his otherness he is a he, who as such does 
what no neutral thing can ever do and lets the one who calls upon him 
speak with him.14 
God hears and answers, a dialogue between divinity and humanity, and the foundational 
expression of this hearing and answering is manifested in Jesus Christ:15  
[Jesus] is the one great gift and answer in which all that we can receive 
                                                     
10 Barth, Church Dogmatics III.3, 265 
11 Ibid., 103. Barth’s response to Fredrich Schleiermacher’s understanding of prayer. 
12 Barth, Church Dogmatics III.3, (T. & T. Clark, 1976), 284. 
13 Barth, The Christian Life, 103. 
14 Ibid., 53. 
15 Barth, Church Dogmatics III.3, 271. 
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and ask is not merely determined but actually given and present and 
available.16  
The hearing and answering is through the Christian’s participation in Jesus Christ, “[t]he 
first and proper suppliant.”17 The act of praying to the God who hears is not optional for 
Barth, the reality of being a Christian and praying are a united experience—“it is a need, 
a kind of breathing necessary to life.”18 Prayer “characterizes the event of the Christian 
life” and “controls it in all its dimensions.”19 At its root, Christian prayer is marked by 
confidence of God’s hearing and answering. 
 The Christian, enabled by the freedom that is given in this graced unity with 
Christ “asks, and by this asking the doors are opened wide, and the gates are lifted up, 
that the King of glory may come in.”20 In Christ, the divine gifting of prayer and the 
human receiving is enacted: 
As the Son of God, He was the divine gift and answer, but as the Son of 
Man He was human asking. In him, God interceded for the creature, 
pledging and offering and imparting Himself to it in all His divine wealth. 
And in Him, the creature entered into the right and profitable relationship 
to God, and He became the first One properly to take and receive the 
divine gift. He himself was the King of glory who comes in, but He 
Himself was also the man who opened wide the doors and lifted up the 
gates in this world. He is the revelation of the name of God, the name of 
salvation, but He is also the man who hallows this name…21 
According to Barth, this divine gifting is sourced in God’s own commitment to humanity: 
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God, who is not without or against the creature, and does not work without 
or against it, but absolutely and utterly for it. Therefore He is the one great 
gift and answer in which all that we can receive and ask is not merely 
determined but actually given and present and available for us.”22 
In a bridge across the chasm between humanity and divinity, the creature and Christ are 
united in the act of prayer:23 
Jesus Christ is our brother, we belong to him; he is the head of the Body of 
which we are the members; at the same time he is the Son of God, of God 
himself. It is he who has been given to us as mediator and advocate before 
God. We are not separated from God and more important still, God is not 
separated from us. We may be without God, but God is not without 
humankind.24  
Barth suggests that Christian prayer is the expression of Christ’s prayer already spoken: 
“All our prayers are summed up in Jesus Christ; God cannot fail to answer, since it is 
Christ who prays.”25  
 The prayer of those freed by grace to pray is a participation in the prayer of 
Christ, “his invocation of God as his Father.”26 As Christ intercedes for the world, the 
prayer of Christians “acquires the character of a serving function in the life of human 
society, of a contribution to world history that is indispensable as an antidote.”27 It 
becomes a prophetic prayer, witnessing to the final manifestation of the Kingdom of 
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God,28 a topic to be addressed when we turn to discussing Barth’s understanding of the 
Lord’s Prayer and the petition, Thy kingdom come. This concept of the prophetic and 
serving aspects of prayer are also mirrored in the Barth’s understanding of the 
theologian-pastor as prophet and deacon. 
 
Freedom to Pray 
 When Barth discusses the freedom of the person to pray, it is a freedom of love, 
an agape that frees a person from self-interest and calls her fully to focus on the other: 
Love in the sense of agape is admittedly also the total seeking of another, 
and this is the one thing that it has in common with love as Eros. In agape, 
however, one who loves never understands the origin of his search as a 
demand inherent within himself, but always as an entirely new freedom 
for the other one, a freedom which was simply bestowed on him and 
consequently was originally alien to him. On his own, he never should or 
would have loved this other one at all. But he may do this, and since he 
may do it, he does do it. Because he is free for this other, he loves him.29  
The source of the love and unity between Christ and the Christian is the Holy Spirit. As 
the Holy Spirit is the unification between the Father and the Son in Barth’s Trinitarian 
theology,30 the Christian is gifted with the Holy Spirit, Christ’s presence in this present 
time, and enabled to participate in Christ’s own familial relationship with and prayer to 
the Father. Prayer is grace and the source of this grace is the Holy Spirit.31 The gift of 
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grace which frees persons to become followers of Christ is the “fruitful meeting and the 
living fellowship of the Holy Spirit:”32  
In the Holy Spirit God has dealings with these people in such a way that 
he cannot continue to act one-sidedly; he awakens and impels and enables 
them to receive him in return and makes their dealings with him the 
controlling element in their lives. In the Holy Spirit God comes together 
with these people in such a way that for all the ongoing distinction there 
arises fellowship, a common life, between him and them and them and 
him.33  
The gift is Christ himself, and by virtue of receiving unity with Christ through the Holy 
Spirit, the Christian is empowered to pray, and, Barth argues, it is not a passive prayer—
the Holy Spirit prays in the person, but the person is “impelled to pray. Prayer is an 
act.”34 The person submits to God’s will, but “human liberty is not crushed by the liberty 
of God; we allow the Holy Spirit to act, and yet, during this time, our mind and our heart 
do not sleep.”35  
 
Prayer as Petition 
 Prayer begins with the grace of God, not skill or a sense of worth.36 A praying 
Christian will “obey grace” and “give thanks,”37 know their distress and their source of 
hope in God. To pray is to acknowledge this distress and to seek hope in the only place it 
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can be found, God.38 Christian prayer is imperfect, uttered not with skill or strength, but 
God “graciously accepts it as ‘eucharist,’ as acknowledgement of his grace.”39 This 
eucharist, this thanksgiving, is joined with Christ’s own self-offering.40 Barth connects 
faith and prayer through the experience of surprise. As a Christian “stands amazed before 
the unmerited gift that he himself is actually enabled to believe,”41 this becomes a prayer 
of thanksgiving.42 Prayer is not a human gift back to God, but only the act of receiving 
the gift, continuing to ask for it, and thanking God for it.43 To pray is a thanksgiving that 
is born from the knowledge of the gift of Jesus Christ and the grace given to humanity 
through him.44  
  While thanksgiving and worship are important aspects of prayer, they are not the 
foundation. The foundation, “is an asking, a seeking, and a knocking directed towards 
God; a wishing, desiring and a requesting presented to God:”45 
The man who really prays comes to God and approaches and speaks to 
Him because he seeks something of God, because he desires and expects 
something, because he hopes to receive something which he needs, 
something to which he does not hope to receive from anyone else, but 
does definitely hope to receive from God. He cannot come before God 
with his petition without also worshipping God, without giving Him praise 
and thanksgiving, and without spreading out before Him his own 
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wretchedness.46 
A key aspect of this gift of prayer is the very freedom empowering the disciple of Christ 
to pray.47 However, calling upon God is a continual practice. As the Christian is freed to 
pray, she will still require God’s continual gift of freedom to counter the misuse of the 
freedom and the limits of her humanity, thus, at the root of prayer lies petition,48 because 
of this need to acknowledge human need for grace. Grace is a free gift for which one can 
only ask:49  
To pray in the Christian sense means to renounce all illusions about 
ourselves, and openly to admit to ourselves our utter need. The man who 
will not do this will never pray. 50 
Prayer is both the expression of the freedom given by God’s grace and the continued 
result of this freedom.51 
 The realization of need draws the Christian into prayer, and in the foundational 
expression of prayer, petition:52 “Thou hast made us promises, thou hast commanded us 
to pray; and here I am, coming, not with pious ideas or because I like to pray (perhaps I 
do not like to pray) and I say to thee what thou has commanded me to say, ‘Help me in 
the necessities of my life.’ Thou must do so; I am here.”53  
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 For Barth, prayer represents the summit of what God requires in human 
response—the act of invocation that is “gratitude, praise, and above all petition.”54 
Petition as the core of prayer is attested to by the example of the Lord’s Prayer, a “string 
of petitions,”55 “[p]rayer…is simply asking.”56 The ability to turn to God is the freedom 
already given—“the Christian is able to ask:”57 
The hearing precedes the asking. It is the basis of it. It makes it real 
asking, the asking of Christian prayer. It is simply the human fulfillment 
of this receiving, the direct expression of the life of the one who stands 
amazed at what God is and does for him; amazed primarily, not at the 
majesty of God compared to himself nor at his own lowliness as 
contrasted with this majesty, but at the fact that God is actually for him, 
and that God acts for him.58  
 Turning to God in a posture of petition, expecting to be heard, to receive from God is not 
“impudence” or a “forgetting of distances.”59 It is an act of worship, an act of faith and 
obedience.  
 Prayer means approaching God and asking “for what we lack—“strength, 
courage, serenity, prudence—asking him to teach us how to obey the law and accomplish 
the commandments, and then that God may instruct us how to continue in believing and 
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believing yet more, and that he may renew our faith.”60 This request is only able to be 
made to God and only God can fulfill this request. 
Work of Obedience 
 Barth cites Luther’s perspective that prayer is an act of obedience to God’s 
command, and Calvin’s view that prayer is grounded in Christ’s own work of 
intercession before God. 61 Prayer is a “work of obedience.”62 Barth argues: 
We thus understand the command, "Call upon me" (Ps 50:15), to be the 
basic meaning of every divine command, and we regard invocation 
according to this command as the basic meaning of all human obedience. 
What God permits man, what expects, wills, and requires of him, is a life 
of calling upon him. This life of calling upon God will be a person's 
Christian life: his life in freedom, conversion, faith, gratitude, and 
faithfulness.63 
Barth here takes an encouraging tone, assuring the believer that, just as Paul’s own 
prayers were “precious, sacred, and pleasing to God,” every Christian is called to “rest 
[her] prayer on the command on which all saints rest their prayers”64 that “[w]e should 
and must pray if we are to be Christians.”65   
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 For Barth, prayer is part of a triad with obedience and faith, the foundation of 
what he calls “the dynamic and totally Christian attitude”66 and what makes participation 
with God in God’s work in the world possible: 
It is a great thing to preach, to believe, and to fulfill our small obedience to 
God’s commandments. But in all these forms of obedience and faith it is 
prayer that puts us into rapport with God and permits us to collaborate 
with him.67 
For Barth, prayer is simply the first and primary work of the Christian life: 
In [prayer] takes place the one thing necessary, the one thing that is 
demanded of the Christian, the one service that is required of him. For 
everything else is included in this one thing. It is perfectly true, within 
limits that prayer is the renewing and inward empowering of the Christian, 
a breathing of the soul, and so forth. But it must not be forgotten that 
prayer is also the true and proper work of the Christian. And the greatest 
Christian business is only idleness if this true and proper work is not done; 
while again, if outward appearances are not deceptive, the most active 
workers and thinkers and fighters in the divine service in this world have 
at the same time, and manifestly, been the most active in prayer, and 
obviously they have not regarded this activity as a waste of time.68  
Because the act of prayer is a gift given to humanity, empowered by the freedom gained 
for humanity by Jesus Christ and in participation with him, the Christian is thus required 
to pray: “Such an act is required of us because we are given the power to perform it”69 
and “the one thing in the many that the God who has reconciled the world to himself in 
Jesus Christ demands of man as he permits it to him.”70 Barth states: 
That Christian obedience includes prayer means first that prayer is the 
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most intimate and effective form of Christian action. All other work comes 
far behind, and it is Christian work, active Christian righteousness, the 
doing of the will of God, the fulfilling of the function allotted to the 
Christian in the discipleship of Jesus Christ and the service and execution 
of the divine purpose of the kingdom, only to the extent that it derives 
from prayer, and that it has in prayer its true and original form. When a 
Christian wishes to act obediently, what else can he do but that which he 
does in prayer;: render to God praise and thanksgiving; spread himself 
before God in his weakness and sin; reach out to Him with all that impels 
him; commend himself to Him who is his only help; and again, and this 
time truly, render to Him praise and thanksgiving.71  
However, Christians are not to take on God’s role, they are called to “look only where 
they see God looking and try to live with no other purpose than that with which God acts 
in Jesus Christ.”72 Barth argues that God is looking at humanity, for God “willed to 
become humanity’s brother:”73 
The time between the beginning and the end, our time as the time of the 
presence of Jesus Christ in the Holy Spirit, is for Christians the space for 
gratitude, hope and prayer, and also the time of responsibility for the 
occurrence of human righteousness. They have to be concerned about 
doing of this righteousness.74  
The Christian finds humanity the “object of their attention, love, and will, and therefore 
of their thought, speech, and action.”75 They join in Christ’s own intercession. Just as 
God did not abandon humanity, the Christian becomes a witness to this reality.76  
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Limits of Prayer 
Barth sharply distinguishes Christian prayer from other forms of asking in the 
midst of, or out of need in, desperate circumstances. The prayer Barth describes is only 
the province of those within the Christian faith. It is not a “yearning sign or cry addressed 
to the void, into the mystery of a supposed transcendence in which man finally runs up 
against his own limitations,”77 but the prayer of faith which expects God to listen and to 
answer. Barth allows that the sighs into the abyss of mystery are also heard, and that God 
both answers and gifts the one who sighs, but this is not Christian prayer.78 He does not 
leave those who do not pray without hope: “But even while we are in the communion of 
the saints, in the ecclesia of those who are brought together by Jesus Christ, we are also 
in communion with those who do not yet pray, perhaps but for whom Jesus Christ prays, 
since he prays for humankind as a whole.”79  
 Only those gifted with the freedom found in grace and empowered to pray 
actually pray and are heard as God’s children: 
What has to take place, to keep on taking place, if people are to be 
Christians, is a special movement and act of God in which he gives to the 
Word of his grace—the Word of the reconciliation of the world to him 
accomplished in Jesus Christ—the specific power to reach these specific 
people among the many to whom it goes out and is directed, so that they 
open themselves up to it in freedom, awake to the knowledge that he is 
their Father and they are his children and can live in this 
knowledge…They have the right and ability and also the will to call upon 
                                                     
77 Barth, Church Dogmatics III.3, 282. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Barth, Prayer, 23. 
 98 
 
him.80 
God’s revelation of grace in the history of Jesus Christ is not “a general light which rests 
everywhere on the whole world and on all men, which reaches all [people] equally. 
Where it shines it is a very special event in which some participate but many do not.”81   
 Barth argues that all prayer offered by the children of God is fulfilled. Depending 
on the condition of the prayer, it may require “correction, amendment, and 
transformation”82 But, it is equally possible that the content of prayer is close to what 
would be to God’s “own glory and their salvation.”83 He also warns that prayer offered 
without belief that God hears and responds is not prayer: “Doubt [that God hears] is not 
permitted, for it goes without saying that we shall be heard. Even before we pray we must 
assume the attitude of someone who has been heard.”84 In light of Barth’s theology of the 
Christian’s participation in Jesus Christ’s own prayer before the Father through the Holy 
Spirit, to doubt that God hears would call into question this fundamental relationship, as 
well as the nature of the hearing and answering God. 
 
Written Prayers and Prayers from the Heart 
 Barth addresses some contemporary questions about the practice of prayer which 
the Reformers—Calvin, Luther, the Heidelberg Catechism—did not address. The 
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reformers did not differentiate between the church’s prayer and the prayer of the 
Christian: “When Christians pray it is the church, when the Church prays, it is the 
Christians.”85 Barth considers the opposition between them the “liturgical question”86 and 
a sign of disease in the church: “One prays in the church or one prays at home,”87 there is 
no split between communal and private prayer. 
 Another question which Barth considers is whether prayer is best “from the heart” 
or following a set-pattern.88 He cites the prayer of the Reformers as “from the heart” as 
opposed to what they perceived as unintelligible “mumbling.”89 Extemporaneous prayer 
and prepared prayer were both acceptable to the Reformers, yet it was “disciplined.”90 
Prayer must be an act grounded in the heart’s affection—Barth argues that lip service is 
not prayer.91 Barth argues that any form of prayer needs to be grounded in the pattern 
Jesus set in the Lord’s Prayer: “Pray and pray well, this is what matters. Be content with 
possessing in the Lord’s Prayer as a model, but let your prayer arise from the freedom of 
your heart.”92  
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The Lord’s Prayer 
 Key to Barth’s exploration of prayer and an expression of his theological system 
is the Lord’s Prayer. Agreeing with Tertullian, he notes that this prayer is “breviary of 
the whole gospel.”93 He argues that using the Lord’s Prayer as a template for 
understanding the relationship between God and humanity is to invoke the early church’s 
liturgical formula lex credendi, lex orandi, “that the law of prayer is the law of faith.”94 In 
its petitions, “we learn not only that we should pray, but also what we should pray and 
how we should pray.”95 
 
Our Father  
For Barth, the God of the Gospels is “no lonely god, self-sufficient and self-
contained. He is no ‘absolute’ god (in the original sense of absolute, i.e., being detached 
from everything that is not himself).”96 God has no equal, but he is also “not imprisoned 
by his own majesty.”97 God is a god of relationship, the God whom can be addressed as 
Father, denoting an intimate familial connection. God is “neither next to man nor merely 
above him but rather with him, by him, and most important of all, for him.”98 
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 Father for Barth points to a necessary deepening to the concept of God, which he 
describes as “indefinite, empty, and ambivalent.”99 While the word bears male 
connotation, Barth uses it as a designation that points to a relationship—of humanity as 
child to a parent God—and the petition hallowed be Thy name implies that God’s name is 
known to the one who prays. 100 Barth argues that this parental aspect points to God’s 
love for humanity as well as God’s complete involvement in the person’s growth and 
discipline. Even more, the term is the linguistic participation of the believer’s prayer in 
that of the familial relationship of Jesus Christ with God the Father. The Christian prays 
because Jesus prayed (and now prays as the Resurrected Christ), and calls God Father in 
imitation of Jesus.101 
 The invocation of God as Father describes a relationship between humanity and 
God as one of humility: “In the invocation of God the Father everything depends on 
whether or not it is done in sheer need (not self-won competence), in sheer readiness to 
learn (not schooled erudition), and in sheer helplessness (not the application of a 
technique of self-help).”102 For Barth, “spiritual life…begins at the very point where 
spiritual skill ends.”103 Without this humility, prayer is ineffective—and “calling upon 
God sounds hollow and finds no hearing.”104 But this same humility is not “Christian 
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defeatism.”105 To call upon God in unskilled weakness and with the desire for God to 
“help my unbelief”106 always “as beginners,”107 invites God’s hearing and answering the 
praying person as God’s child, a participation in the sonship of Jesus Christ.108  
 Barth extends the sonship metaphor to also include the prodigal son, who came to 
his senses and returned to relationship with his father.109 This return of the prodigal, a 
prodigal pray-er, also suggests that the human perspective of God can change in the 
midst of prayer from one of distance to one of nearness and intimacy.110  
  
Thankfulness 
Barth’s understanding of the human person as child includes the knowledge that 
humans “live only by the freely given gift of their Father, which consists of the fullness 
of his being and work for them and in them.”111 As noted already, the first moment in 
moving toward God is thankfulness for God’s free gift, and some interest in paying the 
debt of gratitude.112 Thanksgiving is the priestly act of worship, a eucharist, a confession 
that God is worthy to be called upon as God.113  
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  While thanksgiving for the gifts of God is first, the human person moves from the 
gifts to God’s generosity to the thanksgiving of the Giver: “It is thanks for God’s 
benefits; it becomes thanks for his beneficence, it finally becomes thanks for the 
existence of God as the Benefactor and his acknowledgment as such.”114 Prayer finds its 
ultimate goal in this “turn to unselfish praise” and its consummation as the work of 
people who are free because they are freed for love by God for God.”115  
  
God is Moved by Prayer 
For Barth, God is not distant from humanity. God is not, “[t]his supreme being 
who is self-enclosed, who cannot be codetermined from the outside, who is condemned 
to work alone. He is a God whose overflowing grace has chosen and is free to have 
authentic intercourse and not just apparent dealings and exchange with his children.116 
God desires to be “spoken to” and frees persons to do this.117 But this speaking and God’s 
hearing impacts God: “he lets himself be touched and moved by it.”118 A Christian’s 
invocation of God, 
acquires the character of a codetermination of the divine action, but this 
implies no limitation of the divine sovereignty. It means that God’s 
sovereignty is not that of a tyrant. In his exercise of it he does not 
disregard the service of his children but pays it free and—what is in his 
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judgment—proper regard.”119 
Barth argues that God is not exhibiting weakness by listening to and responding to human 
prayer: 
In his own majesty and in the splendor of his might, he has willed and yet 
wills it so. He desires to be the God who has been made flesh in Jesus 
Christ. Therein he’s his glory, his omnipotence. He does not then impair 
himself by yielding to our prayer; on the contrary, it is in so doing that he 
shows his greatness.120 
Barth attempts to capture the paradoxical nature of a God who is both transcendent but 
also able to be moved by human prayer: 
The will of God is not to preserve and accompany and rule the world and 
the course of the world as world occurrence in such a way that He is not 
affected and moved by it, that He does not allow Himself to converse with 
it, that He does not listen to what it says, that as He conditions all things 
He does not allow Himself to be determined by them. God is not free and 
immutable in the sense that He is the prisoner of His own resolve and will 
and action. That he must always be alone as the Lord of all things and of 
all occurrences He is not alone in His Trinitarian being, and he is not alone 
in relation to his creatures. He is free and immutable as the living God, as 
the God who wills to converse with the creature, and to be determined by 
it in this relationship. His sovereignty is so great that it embraces both the 
possibility, and as it is exercised, the actuality that the creature can act and 
cooperated in His overruling.121  
 
Thy Kingdom Come 
Prayer, for Barth, is caught up in the eschatological vision of the coming 
Kingdom, which is also present: “Thus it is already an event here and now but is still to 
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be awaited then and there.”122 Christians live in the reality of the Kingdom, yet are called 
to long for it and pray for it to come.123 Prayer “finds its basis in the fact that the coming 
is not just ahead but is already an event.”124  
The past act of the coming of Jesus and the drawing near of the Kingdom 
has the power to present itself to the Christians who looked back to it as 
also their future, and the future of the whole world…The past act was the 
very thing that obviously caused, summoned, compelled, and freed them 
to pray the forward-looking prayer ‘Thy Kingdom Come.”125 
This event, this now but not yet reality of the Kingdom is Christ himself126 and the now-
reality is manifested in the Incarnation of Christ.127  
 Barth emphasizes that prayer is the first step, the first action, because in its 
practice, the Christian connects to the eschatological reality of the coming Kingdom: 
This inspires their longing and pursuit of righteousness; it fuels their 
obedience, even as the act of prayer is its expression; it expresses their 
faith even as their faith is called into the act of prayer by the injunction to 
believe and not doubt. To begin with prayer, every time, is to repeatedly 
be reminded of one’s relationship with God and the coming Kingdom.128  
Humans cannot bring the Kingdom about, that is God’s province. However, Barth argues 
that prayer forms the praying person to trust that the already, but not yet reality of God’s 
Kingdom will be realized. 
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 The church is marked by this petitionary prayer for the coming of God’s 
Kingdom, it is an “asking community,”129 which takes its intelligibility from its 
relationship with Jesus Christ. 130 As the asking community in partnership with Christ, 
the church intercedes for all creation before God,131 “groaning together with them, all 
[people] and all creatures.”132  
If [the Christian] prays in the name of Jesus…then like Jesus he prays for 
the community. If he prays in the name of Jesus, he can never pray more 
earnestly for himself then when as a member of it he prays for the 
community, asking that it may be ordered and equipped for the service 
laid upon it, that it may discharge it conscientiously and cheerfully, and 
that it may have the Holy Spirit as the power behind its continuance and 
work. And because the community lives in its members, the asking of each 
member as such is necessarily an asking for the others.133  
Christians are petitioning God to do what only God can do. Yet, in praying hallowed be 
thy name, they are, argues Barth, submitting themselves to the Word of God “to give it 
the precedence over all the claims and all the interests and enterprises that to some extent 
motivate them, and of all the rules and obligations and customs that to some extent bind 
them.”134 Barth observes that when the Christian does this, their actions are marked by 
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their relationship with Christ, they become “a readable text”135 and witness to the world 
in their human life.136  
 Prayer—as an invocation of the Father—has as its goal a “ministry of witness.”137 
Barth places Christians as living in the midst of the now-but not yet, the “counterpoise of 
light and darkness”138 and knowledge of God and ignorance. 139 The eschatological 
character of prayer is Barth’s extension of the Reformers own perspective: “We must go 
a little further than the Reformers who have not discerned here or elsewhere the 
eschatological character of the reality of God’s Kingdom.”140 The not-yet is the 
establishment of God’s Kingdom fully—already accomplished in Jesus Christ. 141 
 To pray in light of the coming Kingdom, the Christian is “summoned to a 
corresponding use of their freedom toward action.”142 Barth continues: 
[Y]et their calling upon God with this request obviously would not be an 
act of obedience—they would obviously be praying it without knowing 
what they were praying for, or believing that their prayer would be 
answered—if they did not turn toward the day for whose coming they pray 
with some movement of their own, if their thoughts and works were not 
drawn into this forward movement toward the day, if their lives were 
unaffected by the petition, if they were not directed toward its content, and 
goal, if they were not shaped and stamped by looking to this coming day, 
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to Jesus Christ in his future.143  
But this action is not a human action to bring about in their own deed’s God’s Kingdom, 
which Barth considers playing the role of God. This kind of action fails, but it also results 
in the tarnishing of God’s name. 144 Barth warns that Christians are not to make God 
“hurry up, stir him up to greater zeal—as though he needed stirring—by active zeal on 
our part…We are to play our part but not try to play his.”145 While the Christian is not to 
take on God’s role, Barth states that praying for the coming Kingdom affects the person 
praying, causing them to battle disorder “in their own human thoughts and words and 
works.”146  
Where free praying of the second petition is a living and powerful event in 
the great hope of God’s future, there the vitality and force of little hopes 
for the present of a person and of people will not be lacking: the free and 
responsible advocacy, actualized in little steps, of that which in light of the 
act which God has commenced and will complete can be called human 
right, human freedom, and human peace, of that which very provisionally 
and incompletely can already be these things.147  
In extending the practice of prayer into the eschatological vision, Barth suggests that the 
Christian’s very act of praying the petition Thy kingdom come witnesses to the existence 
of the Kingdom of God in-breaking into the present. The Kingdom is the restoration of 
order and is “God himself in the act of normalizing human existence.”148  
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  Barth uses disorder to describe that which opposes hope and vitality in the 
present world.  This disorder is the adversary of the coming Kingdom, the dominion of 
sin, and the lordless powers in Barth’s worldview.149 The lordless powers are a result of 
humanity’s separation from God and the splitting of humanity’s own powers from itself: 
“[T]hese abilities emancipate themselves from man and thus acquire the character of 
entities with some kind of existence and dominion of their own.”150 However, these 
entities or lordless powers are limited by God: 
That they have this limit may already be seen in their own sphere in the 
simple fact that the Christian and the Christian community pray Thy 
Kingdom come. The fact that along with everything else that happens it 
also happens that people can and will and, in all their weakness and 
confusion, do pray this proves the majesty and the might of another 
kingdom, which is God’s kingdom.151 
To pray for the Kingdom is an act of obedience in response to the freedom given to pray, 
even in the midst of the current kingdom of disorder.152 Alongside praying for the 
Kingdom, Barth calls the petition on earth as it is in heaven the prayer to be released 
from the chiaroscuro of the current existence153: “This mixture of sanctity and stupidity, 
of wisdom and vulgarity, which characterizes much of our existence—may all this 
confusion be dispelled.”154 The lordless powers are defeated by the Kingdom’s coming:  
He comes and sets aside not only unrighteousness but also the lordship of 
the lordless powers, scattering them to the winds like mists of the 
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hypostatized fictions they are, restoring to man the freedom over his 
abilities of which they robbed him.”155 
Those who pray for the Kingdom become witnesses to God’s act in Christ, “which, 
although it embraces all time and places in its compass, is a once-for-all act that had not 
taken place before and neither needs to be nor can be repeated.”156  
 Humanity cannot bring the Kingdom, but must, argues Barth, seek it, for “the 
Kingdom of God is God himself.”157 In this, the prayer for the Kingdom points and seeks 
something beyond what humanity might do for the improvement of the world:  the utter 
transformation only found in the coming Kingdom, which is the fully realized reign of 
God.158  
Seen in the New Testament context, the future, the world to come, the last 
thing to which the petition undoubtedly looks, has already encountered 
those who call upon God in it here in the present, in this world. It already 
stands before their eyes, knowable and known by them as the first thing. It 
is before them as they know it to be already behind them.159  
Barth argues that calling upon God with the Lord’s Prayer petitions is the best they can 
do and will have better results than any human building of a more righteous society. The 
prayer is the first task and greatest power.160 “If one prays for the coming of God’s 
Kingdom, one prays also that the Holy Spirit may come within us.”161 But it is not the 
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Christian’s prayer or any power of her own. As already noted Christians participate in the 
intercession made by Christ (and continues to make).162The prayer for the coming 
Kingdom is a manifestation of their own longing: “They do not just look toward it but run 
toward it as fast as their feet will carry them.”163    
 
Give. Forgive. Deliver.  
The final three petitions refer to the collective us—for Barth this is the fellowship 
of those who follow Christ, united together, given the grace and subsequent 
empowerment to pray. Those included in the us are those commanded to pray.164 In 
addition, those called and commanded to pray are also representing those yet to 
participate in Christ and be united in fellowship.165 Those called are the persons who can 
consciously pray the first three petitions: hallowing God’s name (for they know it), for 
the Kingdom to come, and for God’s will to be done on earth.166 To pray the first 
petitions gives the Christian ‘temerity’ to pray the next three.167 
 What constitutes daily bread? Barth cites Luther: “food, drink, clothes, shoes, 
houses, farms, fields, lands, money, property, a good marriage, good children, honest and 
faithful public servants, a just government, favorable weather (neither too hot nor too 
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cold), health, honors, good friends, loyal neighbors.”168 Barth suggests that bread can be 
what is needed in the current age and individual circumstances.169 Bread is also the 
“minimum nourishment that the poor cannot do without.”170 It is divine presence, a 
promise of the food that “nourishes once and for all.”171 It is the manna given, and as 
Barth repeatedly alludes, it is the gift of the Holy Spirit.172 To ask for bread places God in 
the role of Giver and humanity as receivers.173 To ask for bread also suggests a 
confidence that God has bread to give. 
 Barth states: “In the Bible each meal, whether it be modest or sumptuous, is 
something sacred for it is the promise of an eternal banquet, of an everlasting feast.”174 
The bread eaten now is a pledge of the future Kingdom: not unlike the petition, Thy 
kingdom come is an in-breaking of the Kingdom now, the bread is given as the “sign, as a 
pledge anticipating our whole life.”175 To pray for daily bread is to replace anxiety with 
prayer, and prayer “forms the basis of work for the morrow.”176 “The Children of God are 
not anxious about work, they work because they pray.”177 
 Barth goes on to argue that “we are God’s debtors:”  
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We owe him not something, whether it be little or much, but quite simply, 
our person in its totality: we owe him ourselves since we are his creatures, 
sustained and nourished by his goodness.178  
Barth argues that to forgive is to no longer hold against someone their fault, what they 
did wrong against us.179 To know the mercy of God is to be able to extend the mercy of 
forgiveness:180  
How could we, who ourselves are such great debtors, hope to have the 
divine forgiveness if we did not ourselves wish to do this small thing 
namely forgive those who have offended us.181  
We are not told to “go, forgive,” Barth argues, but the reception of forgiveness “enables 
us to forgive.”182 This forgiveness is already given, it is “not a question of an uncertain 
hope, of an ideal to be sought or imagined.”183 Barth states, “It is a fact.”184 God has 
already given forgiveness, it is just a matter of asking for it.185  
 Moving to the final petition, deliver us, echoes the reality of the present—the 
lordship of the lordless powers. Barth argues that this petition, alongside the surety of 
answer that prayer holds, keeps humanity from annihilation from “him who wished to 
annihilate us.”186  
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 The final statement, the Amen, is the necessary conviction that prayer is 
answered: 
The certainty of the divine response is greater than the certainty we feel 
within ourselves of our need and our desires. The most certain element of 
our prayer is not our request, but what comes from God: his response.187 
Barth cites that the Reformers were less interested in what the person does in prayer, but 
its answer: “God does answer prayer.”188 Barth observes that the Reformers ground their 
theology and practice of prayer on this perceived reality.189 He quotes Calvin: 
We obtain what we request. Prayer is grounded upon this assurance. Let us 
approach the subject from the given fact that God answers. God is not 
deaf, but listens; more than that, he acts. God does not act in the same way 
whether we pray or not. Prayer exerts an influence upon God’s action, 
even upon his existence. This is what the word ‘answer’ means.”190  
Barth cites the Heidelberg catechism Question 129 that “the answer to our prayer is more 
certain than our awareness of the things we request.”191 Doubt or a concern about a 
prayer’s worth must be overshadowed by the assurance that God will respond, even in the 
human imperfection of prayer.192 The response is not proportional to the zeal of prayer, 
but the foundation that God hears. Not only hears, but answers. Because Christian prayer 
for Barth is a participation in Christ’s own prayer through the Holy Spirit, doubt about 
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God’s hearing and answering would call into question the existence of this foundational 
experience. 
 
Prayer, Theology, and the Theologian 
 Barth’s understanding of theology is a spiritual theology, or a spirit-filled 
theology: “Only in the realm of the power of the Spirit can theology be realized as a 
humble, free, critical, and happy science of the God of the Gospel.”193 With regards to 
theology as a “happy science”,194 Barth asks: 
Why are there so many woeful theologians who go around with faces that 
are eternally troubled or even embittered, always in a rush to bring 
forward their critical reservations and negations?...They do not respect the 
internal order of the theological object, the superiority of God’s Yes over 
his No, the Gospel over the Law, of grace over condemnation and life over 
death, but instead they wish arbitrarily to transmute this into an 
equilibrium or even reverse the relationship.195 
Barth argues that theological work is done in the unity of prayer and study: “Prayer 
without study would be empty…Study without prayer would be blind.”196 The key to 
being a theologian is not whether a person is a teacher, but a qualified learner: 
Only by his qualification as a learner can he show himself qualified to 
become a teacher. Whoever studies theology does so because to study it 
(quite apart from any personal aims of the student) necessary, good, and 
beautiful in relationship to the service to which he has been called. 
Theology must possess him so completely that he can be concerned with it 
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only in the manner of the studious.197  
The study of theology is not for the goal of a degree or to become a pastor. It is not to 
pass a course or get a job. In this current society’s focus on learning toward a salary and 
position, Barth would argue that the purpose of theological study is the work and Word of 
God. 
 Barth points to the utilitarian use of study. Rather than demanding of a topic a 
reason for its purpose and use, a theologian is to become completely involved in the 
pursuit: 
Study is impossible when a student supposes he has to know and 
impatiently asks along every step of the way: Why do I need just this or 
that thing? How shall I begin to put this to use? Of what value is this to me 
in the community and the world? How can I explain this to the public, 
especially to modern men? He who continually carries such questions 
about in his heart and upon his lips is a theological worker who can 
scarcely be taken seriously either in his prayer or in his study. He never 
lets himself be totally involved, or at least seriously engaged, by 
theological problems as such…will definitely not be able to say anything 
proper to the people.198  
The first step of theological study is the “lectures, seminars, or books,”199 but then the 
student engages with the “source and norm of all theology; namely, the testimony of the 
Scriptures.”200 “The peg on which all theology hangs is acquaintance with the God of the 
Gospel. This acquaintance is never to be taken for granted;”201 To engage the scriptures is 
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to ask what they have to say “to the world, to the community of the present day, and to 
[the theologian] as a member of the community.”202 The scripture is source and norm for 
Barth, but he argues that the community “must hear this voice anew at every moment.”203 
On a community level, the witness and commissioned work is a theological task, and 
such a community will be committed to theological reflection, led by those who are 
commissioned leaders:204  
[A theologian] cannot suppress his awareness that this Word is not only 
the Word of God’s verdict and judgment upon all human existence and it 
perversion, but much more the Word of God’s gracious covenant with 
man.” 205 
Barth argues that every Christian is to be a theologian—called by God. But those who are 
designated by the community as pastors, even more so: 
It is always a suspicious phenomenon when leading churchmen…, along 
with certain fiery evangelists, preachers, or well-meaning warriors for this 
or that practical Christian cause, are heard to affirm, cheerfully and no 
doubt also a bit disdainfully, that theology after all is not their business. “I 
am not a theologian, I am an administrator.” And just as bad is the fact 
that not a few preachers, after they have exchanged their student years for 
the routine of practical service, seem to think that they are allowed to 
leave theology behind them as the butterfly does its caterpillar existence, 
as if it were an exertion over and done with for them. Christian witness 
must always be forged anew in the fire of the question of truth. 206 
 The theologian lives in a place of solitude and doubt, always asking the question 
of truth. This is not a comfortable position to be in and is characterized by the similar 
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ambivalence that haunts human existence. Barth argues that “Christian faith occurs in the 
encounter of the believer with him in whom he believes.”207 A communion faith is “the 
special event that is constitutive for both Christian and theological existence.”208 Without 
faith, Barth argues that a person cannot become a theologian. 209 But it is not belief about 
ideas, but belief in God, “the subject of all predicates.”210 It is the fide quaerente 
intellectum, faith seeking knowledge.211  
 The only way through the theologian’s challenge of solitude and doubt is through 
the prayer:212  
Where theology is concerned, the rule Ora et labor is valid under all 
circumstances—pray and work!...Work must be that sort of act that has the 
manner and meaning of a prayer in all its dimensions, relationships and 
movements.213 
Barth argues that a person called to preach must also be a theologian: “It is not the hobby 
of some especially interested and gifted individuals.”214 Barth argues that the theologian 
needs to find himself astonished and in awe. The theologian,  
before he knows anything at all, he finds himself known and consequently 
aroused and summoned to knowledge. He is summoned to re-search 
himself because he finds himself searched, to thinking and reflection 
because he becomes aware that someone thinks of him, to speech because 
he hears someone speak to him long before he can stammer, much less 
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utter a coherent sentence. In short, he finds himself freed to be concerned 
with this object long before he can even reflect on the fact that there is 
such a freedom, and before he has made even an initial, hesitant and 
unskilled use of it.215  
If a theologian isn’t finding wonder in the study, then Barth encourages him to find a 
different task.216 “The astonishment is indispensable if theology is to exist and be 
perpetually renewed as a modest, free, critical, and happy science.”217 The theologian is 
“inevitably confronted with a miracle”218: “Christ is that infinitely wondrous event which 
compels a person, so far as he experiences and comprehends this event, to be necessarily, 
profoundly, wholly and irrevocably astonished.”219 The theologian seeks God not out of a 
need for fulfillment or reward, but in the full expression grace, for God alone.220 This is a 
disinterested search-but disinterested as meaning without the goal of personal gain.221 
One’s personal will is released to the will of the one loved.222  
 While agape love is essential for theology, Barth argues that all disciplines might 
find such disinterested agapic study beneficial.223 There is a place for giddy, driving eros, 
but it is not to be the primary motive. 224 It is the start of the journey toward its object: 
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Jesus Christ,225 and toward a life of mutuality, freed from fear, and united in love.226 The 
love abides in the one in whom the covenant between God and humanity is fulfilled: 
Jesus Christ.227  
 For Barth, theological existence is concerned with the personal life of the 
theologian. The Word of God asks, “How are things with your heart?”228 This moves 
theological reflection from a horizontal pursuit of knowledge into the vertical realm of 
relationship between two entities: 
[Theology] concerns even what is most private in the private life of the 
theologian. Even in this sphere the theologian cannot and will not flee this 
object. If this situation should not suit him, he might, of course, prefer to 
choose another and less dangerous discipline than theology. But he should 
be aware that it is characteristic for the object of theology to seek out 
every man in every place sooner or later.229  
The movement that makes this possible is Sabbath,230 taking time to set aside the 
scholarly work of theology that can be so captivating and enter into prayer. Theology 
needs to be begun with prayer—for its fruitfulness and the guidance of God.231The turn 
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from the theologian’s work of intellectus fidei is the turning to God of prayer.232 It is a 
turning from human effort, the turning from self and accomplishment in order to 
“recollect that he stands before God.”233 
The purpose of Sabbath is not to eliminate the working days or to divest 
them of their proper tasks, but rather to obtain for them precisely the light 
from above which they lack.234  
This offers the theologian renewal for her task, but also maintains the necessary humility 
in the pursuit of theological knowledge. The role of prayer in theology is critical because 
“the object of theological work is not something by someone.”235 “If it is a matter about 
God, then seriously, properly, and strictly Christians cannot speak about the Father but 
only to him.”236Theology listens to this One and then speaks through reflection on the 
Word to “oneself, the Church and the world.”237  
Theology in the Second Person 
Speech about God is always a response to God—in the second person: “This 
means that theological work must really and truly take place in the form of liturgical act, 
as invocation of God, and as prayer.”238 Barth cites Anselm’s rewrite of the Monologion, 
his doctrine of God, into the second person, an extended theological prayer to God, a 
                                                     
232 Ibid. 
233 Ibid. 
234 Ibid. 
235 Ibid. 
236 Barth, The Christian Life, 51. 
237 Barth, Evangelical Theology, 163. 
238 Ibid., 164. 
 122 
 
Proslogion: 239 “Every liturgical movement in the Church arrives too late if its theology is 
not itself a liturgical movement from the very beginning, if it is not set in motion by 
Proskynesis, ie., by adoration.”240  
 Theology cannot be done in opposition to its object, but in the “undaunted 
disarmament and capitulation to its object—that is to say, in the work of prayer. 
Theological work…lives by and in this petition for his coming. All its questions, 
inquiries, reflection, and declarations can only be forms of this petition. And only in 
God’s hearing of this entreaty is theology work at anytime a successful and useful 
work.”241 
The center of theology is not a “blueprint”242, it is “Jesus Christ who, by the 
potency of the Holy Spirit, is risen, powerful, and speaking.”243 The hope of the 
theologian is Jesus Christ, “the foundation and object of their quest, who makes theology 
possible, and rules and sustains it.”244 
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Theology as Prophetic   
Theologians have no more “claim to God’s assent and support, but must depend upon his 
free grace to live:245 “He exercises law and justice when he makes the theologians, the 
church, and the world realize that even the best theology is in itself and, as such a human 
work, sinful, imperfect, in fact corrupt and subject to the powers of destruction.”246 
Prayer places the theologian into the prophetic relationship, allowing theology to be 
placed under the judgment of God. 
 Theology has a prophetic role in the life of the community, helping the church 
discern what the relationship is between “human speech and the Word of God.”247 This 
work, “just as prayer, is indispensable.”248 When a theologian reads the newspaper he 
reads in light of scripture.249  
Although theology is no enemy to mankind, at its core it is a critical, in 
fact revolutionary affair…whoever takes up this theme must be prepared 
precisely because of what he thinks and says in the practical sphere, to 
displease the masses.250  
  
 Barth offers at times a hard judgment of human existence and sin, yet it is always 
grounded in the grace offered in and through Jesus Christ. Without this gracious gift, 
prayer would make no sense in Barth’s theological worldview. Theology and prayer are 
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united-one cannot exist without the other because Christian theology is founded upon a 
relationship with God: “Theology can ultimately only take the position of one of those 
children who have neither bread nor fish, but doubtless a father who has both and will 
give them these when they ask him.”251 This may seem obvious, but Barth argues that 
theology can become divorced from relationship with God and the practice of prayer, 
either through extremism or pride: the theologian can put God in a static box defined by 
human parameters or believe that she has God in her possession and under her control:  
Only the Spirit can assist theology to become enduringly conscious and 
aware…Only where the Spirit is sighed, cried and prayed for does he 
become present and newly active.252 
Barth places the theologian as a deacon of the Word. The diakonos is “a waiter and the 
theologian is to “wait upon” the divine Word.253 The theologian should become the 
“servant, waiter, and deacon” in the community.254  Taken in light of the petition for daily 
bread, the theologian waits upon the community with the bread of the Word. 
 
Summary 
 For Karl Barth, prayer is foundational for the work of theology, the “first and 
basic act.”255 The action of prayer has been given by God to humanity as an expression of 
both the human relationship with God and God’s relationship with humanity, and is 
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marked by dialogue. Jesus stands as both the one who makes it possible for humanity to 
speak to God, and is God’s response to humanity’s prayer.  The main practice of prayer 
that captures Barth’s theological understanding is prayer as petition. This is the primary 
work of the Christian life, the “one thing necessary”256 for which the disciple is 
empowered to perform. 
 The role of prayer in the work of theology, and in the life of the theologian-pastor 
especially, is critical for Barth in two main ways. First, the vocation of the theologian is 
to doubt, to always ask the critical questions about faith. Barth calls pastors to be 
theologians, not simply in their student years, but in their ministry: “Christian witness 
must always be forged anew in the fire of the question of truth.”257 The theologian-pastor 
is called to work, asking the questions, and to pray, humbly seeking knowledge by faith. 
The act of prayer is the place for doubt to find expression and for the theologian to find 
renewal. Through the work and prayer of the theologian-pastor, the community then 
receives the bread of the Word.  
In chapter six, we will explore how Barth’s practice of prayer and theological 
framework offers a dynamic of objective inquiry and dialogue that could inform 
theological pedagogy, but we turn now to Eugene Peterson, and a practice of prayer 
sourced in a theological framework of relational intimacy.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
EUGENE PETERSON 
 An important voice on the role and practice of prayer from the Evangelical 
tradition is that of Eugene Peterson.  Presbyterian pastor, theologian and poet, Peterson 
seamlessly weaves together a theology of prayer sourced in a language of relational 
intimacy with a theology of God and humanity centered on Trinitarian relationship.  
 Raised in a sectarian Pentecostal family, he accompanied his mother on her 
preaching circuit of small congregations and revival meetings, mostly for the hunters, 
farmers, and lumberjacks of the deep rural areas of Montana.1 Throughout his childhood, 
he helped out in his father’s butcher shop.2  These early experiences formed in him the 
importance of using the language of the people for communicating about and with God.3 
 He pursued graduate education with the intent of becoming a professor, but as he 
taught classes, he took a position as pastor of a small local parish.  He discovered in this 
experience the work he had always wanted to do, but “never knew its name.”4 Peterson 
was given charge of a church-plant in suburban Baltimore, MD. Thirty years old, he was 
captivated by Benedict of Nursia and decided that he would practice monastic stability by 
staying with the congregation for his entire pastoral career. He remained there for thirty 
years, after which he became the professor of Spiritual Theology at Regent College, 
Vancouver, BC.   
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 Peterson is best known for his ten-year project of translation and paraphrasing the 
Bible into idiomatic English, The Message. He began the project for bible studies at his 
church, translating Galatians into language he felt more accurately captured the gritty 
immediacy and intimate tone of the biblical texts, and to make them more understandable 
to the modern reader.  In addition to The Message, Peterson has authored eighteen books 
and bible studies, including a series of five books on pastoral ministry and a recent five-
book series on Spiritual Theology, exploring his relational theology topically and 
conversationally, rather than systematically. This chapter closely reads his primary 
thirteen books on spiritual and pastoral theology in order to describe Peterson’s practice 
of prayer and the theological framework within which it functions, as well as explore 
how prayer functions in the ministerial vocation. Befitting the nature of his relational 
theology, his texts are a mix of first person narrative, second person dialogue and prayer, 
and third person theological inquiry, offering a rich reflective dynamic for interweaving 
theology and prayer.  
 
The Pastoral Vocation and its Challenges 
 When Peterson began his work as a pastor, he made two assumptions about his 
role: he assumed that he would pray, preach, teach, visit the sick, and in general, walk 
with his parishioners as they lived their lives of faith in Christ,5 but soon found that the 
day to day “work” made these tasks at most, ceremonial or at least, pushed them to the 
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margins.6 Secondly, based on his pastoral training, he assumed the church was more of a 
“learning-center” where people came desiring education, rather than as a place of 
worship and prayer.7    
 Peterson felt he had an understanding of the pastoral call, that pastors are “to 
preach and to pray …We have no other task.”8 However, he sensed a lack of congruence 
between what he was preaching on Sundays and the methods he used the rest of the week 
in order to grow the new congregation numerically and financially. He writes:  
It wasn’t long before I was in crisis…I sensed that my attitude toward the 
men and women I was gathering into the congregation was silently shaped 
by how I was planning to use them to succeed as a new church pastor with 
little thought of serving their souls with the bread of life...I never wavered in 
my theological convictions, but I had a job to do—get a church up and 
running—and I was ready to use any means at hand to do it: appeal to the 
consumer instincts of people, use abstract principles to unify enthusiasm, 
shape goals using catchy slogans, create publicity images that provided ego-
enhancement.9 
Peterson believes that the Christian life is “the lifelong practice of attending to the details 
of congruence—congruence between ends and means, what we do and the way we do 
it.”10 Lacking this sense of congruence, his conviction grew that market-driven 
administrative work and the demands for hurried action placed on him by parish, 
denomination, and culture, were not central to the pastoral calling. 
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 The skill-set that seemed to be expected and rewarded he satirically re-imagined 
as a seminary training curriculum: “Creative Plagiarism [sermon preparation], Voice 
Control for Prayer and Counseling, Efficient Office Management, and Image Projection 
[marketing].”11 He reflects: “Being a Christian, more often than not, seemed to get in the 
way of working as a pastor. Working as a pastor, with surprising frequency, seemed to 
put me at odds with living as a Christian.”12   
Peterson felt that his work had become an idol, an “idolatry to which pastors are 
conspicuously liable,”13 the view of “a religious career that we can take charge of and 
manage.”14 He wrestled with how God and God’s action in the world seemed displaced 
from the day to day work of the ministry. It did not take much time, Peterson observes, 
before he realized that a pastor could function successfully while only giving a 
“ceremonial attention to God.”15  
 An experience with his daughter, which he compares to the point in the Book of 
Jonah when Jonah is tossed off the ship in a storm, made him realize his approach needed 
to change. On yet another night when he was leaving to go to yet another committee 
meeting, his five-year daughter asked him to read a book to her. When he said no, she 
responded, “This is the thirty-eighth night in a row that you have not been home.”16 
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Horrified, he went to his church leadership and asked to resign because he could no 
longer live “compulsively working long hours in order to succeed at the business of 
‘church.’”17 Surprisingly, his church offered a different solution: the Session18 would 
manage the church and free his time to focus on pastoral ministry and his family.19   
 
Critique of US Culture 
 Peterson lays the blame for inadequate pastoral spirituality in part at the door of 
North American culture and how religion has succumbed to four dominate 
characteristics.  He writes: 
We depersonalize God to an idea to be discussed. We reduce the people 
around us to resources to be used. We define ourselves as consumers to be 
satisfied…We incapacitate ourselves from growing up to a maturity capable 
of living adult lives of love and adoration, trust and sacrifice.20 
First, he views US religion as a consumer religion. He observes, “Americans see God as a 
product that will help them to live well, or live better. Having seen that, they do what 
consumers do, shop for the best deal.”21 The consumerist focus in turn distorts the 
relationship of I-You, to I-It, drawing heavily upon Martin Buber’s concepts, objectifying 
people, and reducing them to utilitarian means.22  Second, spirituality has become a self-
                                                     
17 Ibid. 
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19 Peterson, Under the Unpredictable Plant, 35. 
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focused endeavor centered on personal growth, development, and competition. However, 
he argues, “the more there is of us, the less there is of God.”23  Third, the unboundaried 
use of technology has replaced the “culture of the table,”24 where people engage in 
intimate relationship. Now, daily life is often lived virtually and “secondhand.”25 Finally, 
North American culture is enamored with speed. Peterson argues, “Impatience is 
antithetical to a congruent life.”26 The work of spiritual formation, the “cultivations of 
soul,” requires patience, whereas US society values speed and efficiency.27 He writes: 
[North] Americans…have little tolerance for a centering way of life that is 
submissive to the conditions in with growth takes place: quiet, obscure, 
patient, not subject to human control and management. The American 
church is uneasy in these conditions. Typically, in the name of relevance, it 
adapts itself to the prevailing…culture and is soon indistinguishable from 
that culture: talkative, noisy, busy, controlling, image-conscious.28  
The result of these four characteristics--consumerism, self-centeredness, unbridled 
technology, and impatience--is the loss of relational intimacy between persons, God, and 
self. 
 Within the North American context, Peterson argues that the pastoral vocation is 
“pursued under the canons of job efficiency and career management.”29  He writes:  
Our vocations are bounded on one side by consumer appetites, on the other 
by a marketing mind-set…interpreted from the congregational side as the 
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work of meeting people’s religious needs on demand at the best possible 
price and from the clerical side as satisfying those same needs quickly and 
efficiently. These conditions…reduce the pastoral vocation to religious 
economics, pull it into relentless competitiveness, and deliver it into the 
hands of public relations and market experts.30 
In his experience, a pastor can create successful, repeatable programs and then move 
from congregation to congregation, applauded by parishioners, without ever calling them 
to pray or deal with God.31 Peterson considers the Greek myth of Prometheus, who stole 
fire from the gods and gave it to humanity, as the narrative best describing US culture 
and informing pastoral practice.  Where this myth was once considered a tragedy, and a 
cautionary tale, he sees it used now as a tale of human triumph over the gods in defiance 
of human limitations and lauding the power of technology to reach our dreams. 
 Taken into the church, the Prometheus myth places the pastor in opposition to 
God, rather than encouraging a prayerful and surrendered relationship with God. 
Historically, Peterson argues, pastors cultivated a “grace-filled relationship with God, not 
defiantly plotting an ambitious rivalry against him.”32 Prayer, in this context, becomes a 
fringe practice, unimportant in comparison to human effort, and thus diminishes its 
formative impact.33  
 When Peterson was released by his church to explore a different way of living out 
his vocation, he experienced a paradigm shift. He writes: “We look at the job descriptions 
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handed to us, we look at the career profiles outlined for us, we listen to the counsel the 
experts give us, and we scratch our heads and wonder how we ended up here.”34 The shift 
required he move from the cultural and denominational image of the pastor as a “program 
director,”35 which placed the minister in charge and marginalized God, to an image of 
pastor as “spiritual director”36 who was “shaped by the biblical mind-set of Jesus: 
worship orientation, a servant life, sacrifice.”37 This paradigm shift also changed how he 
viewed his work in relation to God: Peterson now looked for how God was working 
already in the lives of parishioners and the community.  
 In Under the Unpredictable Plant: An Exploration of Vocational Holiness, 
Peterson reflects on the Book of Jonah and names the inadequate spirituality he had been 
trained in as a “Tarshish-bound ship” sailing stormy waters toward consumer religion, 
ego, and idolatry.38  The sooner a Jonah-pastor is tossed over-board to be “swallowed” by 
the fish—swallowed into the practices of prayer and listening to God for what God is 
doing—the better.39  
 Finding ways to nurture the pastoral calling in a cultural and denominational 
context which at the least did not support it, and at the most, actively militated against it, 
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was challenging for Peterson.40 He found that the tools he had been giving in pastoral 
training and education, the on-going support he received from his advisors, and the many 
helps marketed to pastors, were inadequate for the deeply intimate relationship he wished 
to cultivate with God, between people, and with creation.  He writes:  
The so-called spirituality that was handed to me by those who put me to the 
task of pastoral work was not adequate. I do not find the emaciated, 
exhausted spirituality of institutional careerism adequate. I do not find the 
veneered, cosmetic spirituality of personal charisma adequate. I require 
something biblically spiritual--rooted and cultivated in creation and 
covenant, leisurely in Christ, soaked in Spirit.41 
Peterson believed that “a pastor who has no facility in means buys games and gimmicks 
and programs without end under the illusion of being practical.”42 While there seemed no 
lack of a theology of ministry or a “well-intentioned ministry,” there was no technology 
of ministry, the actual day to day cultivation of the pastoral calling.  
 More broadly, Peterson describes the new paradigm as a pastor whose means and 
end is now focused on “character formation”43 and “growing up in Christ:”44 
[W]hat has in previous centuries and other cultures been a major 
preoccupation of the Christian community, becoming men and women who 
live to “the praise of God’s glory,” has become a mere footnote within a 
church that has taken on the agenda of the secular society—its educational 
goals, its activity goals, its psychological goals. By delegating character 
formation, the life of prayer, the beauty of holiness—growing up in Christ—
to specialized ministries or groups, we remove it from the center of the 
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44 Ibid. 
 135 
 
church’s life.45  
In his opinion, character formation of unique persons in complex situations and 
communities, requires more than programs. It requires a leader who calls the people to 
prayer, immersion in scripture, and intimate listening, and this can be taught only through 
the pastor modeling these habits her or himself. 
 
A Pastoral Askesis 
 To grow into the role of pastor-as-spiritual-director, or the older designation, cure 
of souls, Peterson reclaims what was once the “core curriculum in the formation of 
pastors and priests”46 previously known as ascetical theology.  He uses the term askesis 
to describe a regiment of practices necessary to “train for excellence.”47 These actions, 
like what an athlete performs to master his or her skill, build over years and repetition 
into what seems to be effortless performance.48 The focused practice of an artist or 
musician also falls into this category.49 
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 Peterson reclaims the understanding of the pastoral role as professional in the 
sense that it is “committed to standards of integrity”50 and demands a level of excellence 
that requires disciplined practices.51  He writes: 
Askesis is to spirituality what a training regimen is to an athlete. It is not the 
thing itself, but the means to maturity and excellence…Otherwise we are at 
the mercy of glands and weather…This is not an item that may or may not 
be incorporated into the creative/spiritual life. This is required.52 
  
An askesis strengthens the pastor to move beyond, and even against, merely providing 
what people ask, expect, or pay for.  This allows the person and community to explore 
and cultivate intimacy with God, others, and self at levels deeper than what people 
formed by US culture may be comfortable with.53 
 Askesis is not the same as devotionalism or spiritual disciplines used to improve a 
sense of well-being.54 It is not a mood or a way of cultivating a spiritual life apart from 
concrete reality and God’s work in the ordinary.55 Askesis is comprised of the practices 
which nurture intimate relationship. The constellation of practices that comprise 
Peterson’s pastoral askesis, he calls “working the angles.”56 Peterson describes the 
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practices and acts of the ministerial leadership role as a triangle comprised of three angles 
and three lines: 
   
The three lines—the visible aspect of the triangle—are the acts of preaching, teaching, 
and administration. The three angles—the important, yet invisible aspects—are the 
practices of prayer, scripture reading, and spiritual direction. Peterson writes: “Without 
these practices [the angles] there can be no developing substance in pastoral work. 
Without an adequate askesis the best talents and best of intentions cannot prevent a 
thinning out into a life that becomes mostly impersonation.”57  
 The practice that unifies the three angles is attention. The askesis trains the 
minister to attend to God in three contexts.  Each of the angles, 
constitute acts of attention: prayer is an act which I bring myself to attention 
before God; reading Scripture is an act of attending God in his speech and 
action across two millennia in Israel and Christ; spiritual direction is an act 
of giving attention to what God is doing in the person who happens to be 
before me at any given moment. Always it is God to whom we are 
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paying…attention. The contexts, though, vary: in prayer the context is 
myself; in Scripture it is the community faith in history; in spiritual direction 
it is the person before me. God is the one to who we are being primarily 
attentive in these contexts, but it is never God-in-himself; rather, it is God-
in-relationship—with me, with his people, with this person.58 
The actual shape of the triangle will depend on the particular person, community and 
circumstance—the angles may be larger or smaller, the lines shorter or longer—but each 
are necessary for the triangle, for ministry.59 The way that an askesis is lived depends 
upon the context, the “individual-in-community.”60 It is dynamic, requiring monitoring 
and adaptation as conditions change.61 
 The challenge in “working the angles” is that they are relatively invisible, so they 
are rarely attended to.  Peterson observes,  
In the clamorous world of pastoral work nobody yells at us to engage in 
these acts. It is possible to do pastoral work to the satisfaction of the people 
who judge our competence and pay our salaries without being either diligent 
or skilled in them. Since almost never does anyone notice whether we do 
these things or not, and only occasionally does someone ask that we do 
them, these acts of ministry suffer widespread neglect.62 
He also notes that these angles are not part of the standard academic training that future 
ministers receive: “The assumption…is that you learn these things at your mother’s knee, 
or in Sunday school; it is not the sort of thing to which one gives graduate-school 
attention.”63  The problem is that no one can do them without practice, “none of us can 
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mature to excellence without a lifelong persistence of trained attentiveness to God in the 
soul…and in the neighbor as we work away at our trigonometry of prayer, scripture, and 
spiritual direction.”64 
 To construct a plan for committed—daily, weekly—cultivation, one needs to be 
persuaded that it is actually necessary among all the other demands for attention.  While 
becoming convinced of its necessity is difficult, Peterson argues that it is imperative.  
Carving out the time and place for the practice repositions the pastor to be focused on 
God’s action and participating in it, rather than functioning as if the ministry depends 
solely on pastoral initiative, performance, and programs.65 Peterson believes that to not 
develop an attentive life of prayer undermines ministerial activities and life itself. 
 
The Rule 
To support the three angles, Peterson calls for a three-fold rule for ministers: 
Sunday worship, prayer based on a daily rotation of psalms, and recollected prayer 
throughout the day.66 This pattern is Peterson’s foundation, yet he maintains that it is still 
variable enough to fit into particular lives and contexts which value worship, prayer, and 
scripture.67 Peterson captures the flow of the Rule in this diagram:68 
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In Peterson’s estimation, these three disciplines are not interchangeable with other 
spiritual practices, but central to the life of discipleship.  He argues that when prayer and 
worship are placed on par with other disciplines, it cultivates the opinion that one can opt 
not to pray in favor of another practice, such as service.69 Placing prayer and communal 
worship on par with other spiritual practices “invites a consumer approach to spiritual 
life, as if we have all these options placed out on the table from which we can pick and 
choose according to appetite and whim.”70  
 Within the three-fold practice of Sunday worship, daily psalms, and daily prayer, 
Peterson argues for the practice of Sabbath as a way to get into the rhythm of “action and 
response.”71 Sabbath makes neighbor visible as an image of God, not as a resource to 
further personal or church goals.72 Peterson maintains that the Sabbath rhythm is the 
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desire of God for the world.73 The even smaller component of time is the daily night/day 
pattern of the creation story. One rests as God does God’s daily work, then one wakes to 
participate in the work already begun.74 Sabbath places this same responsive pattern into 
each week.  
 
The Angle of Prayer 
 Peterson defines prayer as the practice of disciplined attention to and with God.75 
Prayer is more than a “vague wishing upwards.”76 The challenge is that attention to God 
is not easy or glamorous,77 but to “mature into excellence,” 78 consistent practice of 
prayer is imperative.  
 Prayer attends to the God who attends to persons and communities, and places 
before them the choice to respond.79 Peterson maintains that “[p]rayer is answering 
speech…The first word is everywhere always God’s word to us, not ours to him.80 
Humans are not manufacturing prayer or the divine-human relationship—it is prior to and 
initiated by God, who reveals God’s self. Prayer, then, is participating with God in “his 
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present rule,”81 not convincing or pleading for God to take action. The location of the 
action in prayer is critical. Peterson likens prayer to the middle voice of Greek verbs. We 
“do not manipulate God (active voice) nor are manipulated by God (passive voice). We 
are involved in the action and participate in its results but do not control or define it.”82 
 Peterson argues that prayer is not a technique,83  but the life-giving conversation 
between an I and a You.  Pastors are “entrusted with nurturing a living conversation 
[prayer] with [the congregation] and the living God.”84 The form of prayerful 
conversation has certain practices which help its performance, but it is only successful 
when it results in deeper intimacy.  
 Peterson places prayer at the “heart of pastoring,”85 and that pastoral life must be 
understood “vocationally as a life of prayer.”86 Without this understanding, askesis is 
reduced to “devotional narcissism”87 and a “stage prop for a religious performance.”88   
He does not argue that pastors fail to pray, “but rather they don’t view prayer as the 
central and essential act that keeps pastoral work true to itself, centered in Word and 
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sacrament.”89 When considering writings on Christian ministry through the centuries, he 
argues, most agree that prayer is the primary act for fulfilling the call to ministry.90  
 For Peterson, pastoral work must begin in prayer91 because this is a stance of 
openness and receptivity to God’s prior action. Peterson observes that prayer is more 
often treated as a “ceremonial gesture,”92 to either call upon God to bless human 
endeavors already in motion, or to begin an activity. He writes, “Most of the people we 
meet inside and outside the church think prayers are harmless but necessary starting 
pistols that shoot blanks and get things going.”93 This casts prayer as an initiating act, 
rather than a response to what God is already doing,94 pushing God’s action to the fringes 
and placing the pastor at center stage. Reprioritizing the role of God as primary source of 
initiative takes the burden of initiation from the minister and allows the minister to 
respond to what God is already saying and doing. This also means experiencing the world 
“not as a problem to be solved but as a reality in which God is already acting.”95 The 
actual daily and weekly practices—communal worship, daily Psalm prayer, and 
recollected prayer--are only the preparation for a life of prayer: “When I get up off my 
knees…that’s when I start praying. The…times of saying my prayers is just getting ready 
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to pray.”96 Again, this places God--not pastoral work, the justice cause, or the self--at the 
center of life and ministry.97 
 Peterson argues that this central focus on the practice of prayer is not a 
withdrawal from the world, but a corrective refocusing on God’s work in the world.  He 
maintains that prayer impacts the wider society by its subversiveness. Its practice denies 
that the current government, political party, context, or cause is ultimate,98 and forms 
persons and communities in intimate relational language and behavior, where people are 
a You, just as God is You, rather than commodifying God and others for what can be 
achieved for the self.  
  Prayer, as answering speech, allows both God and the person to be a 
communicating subject, and therefore, allows a person to become themselves more fully 
as they more deeply relate to God through prayer.  Peterson writes, 
We all suppose we could pray, or pray better, if we were in the right place. 
We put off praying until we are where we think we should be, or want to be.  
We let our fantasies or our circumstances distract us from attending to the 
word of God that is aimed right where we are, and invites our answers from 
that spot.99 
This human response is meant to be authentic,  
We become ourselves as we answer, sometimes angrily disputing with him 
about how he rules the world, sometime humbling ourselves before him in 
grateful trust.100 
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Since prayer is the means by which human-divine relationship is deepened, to not pray 
could thwart the formation of the person and the community in developing an intimate 
relationship with God, which in turn brings them into deeper relationship with each other 
and creation.   
 Peterson acknowledges the deep influence of Martin Buber’s I-Thou philosophy 
on his understanding of prayer. For Peterson, the effect of sin is when relationships 
devolve from I-You to I-It: people become objects or commodities and intimacy is 
broken.  Peterson likens this rupture to Paul’s “dead through trespasses and sin” 
(Ephesians 2:1).101 He writes, “The moment words are used prayerlessly and people are 
treated prayerlessly, something essential begins to leak out of life.”102 God uses the 
human practice of prayer as the means to cultivate intimacy and re-learn the I-You 
relationship at both the human-divine and human-human levels.   
 Peterson observes that popular notions of prayer are often based on a desire to 
cultivate a mood or experience, to “explore our own deep spiritual capacities, with God 
as background music.”103 He argues that there is a right way and a wrong way to practice 
prayer. The wrong practice of prayer could drive a person deeper into “a conniving, 
calculating egotism,”104 “prideful ostentation,”105 abstraction, or escapism.  He would 
define authentic prayer as that which cultivates an intimate and responsive addressing of 
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God, over a pseudo-prayer which shuts out relationship with self, God, or others.  
Cultural past times may also negatively affect the practice of prayer and diminish the 
capacity for attending to God or to neighbor. Peterson notes that constant busyness and 
hurry is a cultural barrier to intimacy with God, self, and others. He also notes that 
screen-based entertainment makes attending to the stories of real people difficult, if not 
unlikely.106 
 Peterson’s understanding of prayer coheres with his theological view of God and 
his understanding of the relationship between God and humanity. While his interpretation 
of the Protestant biblical canon is the source for his perspective, he focuses primarily on 
the witness of the Book of Psalms: “The determinative condition [for the Psalms] is a 
God who speaks and acts in a known way.  The condition is not a belief in God, but a 
doctrine of God…[The Psalmists] did not wistfully wish upwards, they had a doctrine of 
God.”107 The Psalms, he argues models intimate conversation with God founded upon a 
God who is personal, relational and particular, and who acts in the lives of persons and 
communities in personal, relational, and particular ways.108  In addition, Peterson argues 
for God’s sovereignty. God rules, so there is a foundational order to existence and the 
possibility of an intimate divine-human relationship (which sources all intimate human 
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relationships) at God’s initiation.109 He argues that the Psalms witness to a God who 
reveals Godself, listens, loves, disciplines, teaches, and has the power to act.110 
 God is not an abstract idea, principle, truth, or force for Peterson.111 He writes, 
“The Word did not become a good idea…the Word became flesh.”112 Peterson’s 
understanding of prayer presupposes a God who speaks and who uses the means of 
human language to communicate; that God is personal and speaks to humanity 
personally, in the particularities of each person’s context; that God’s speech is 
answerable; that the answering prayer is heard; and that praying is the primary means for 
cultivating intimacy with God, self and others. God is the condition for Peterson’s 
understanding of prayer and relational intimacy, and the possibility of a world where I-
You exists. Without belief in God, Peterson argues, God becomes an object, as do persons 
and creation. The individual becomes the sole arbiter, a god, and everything else is 
depersonalized and commodified.113  
 
The Angle of Scripture and the School of the Psalms 
 The angles of prayer, scripture, and spiritual direction inform each other.  The 
practice of prayer undergirds the three angles and supports the work of the three lines of 
the triangle, but is expressed in attentiveness to God in personal and corporate prayer; to 
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the Word in scripture; and to human relationship in the cultivating of attentive intimacy 
necessary for giving and receiving spiritual direction.  Congruent with Peterson’s 
perspective that scripture is a primary way Christians hear the Word of God spoken into 
their particular lives and communities, immersion in scripture is the necessary second 
angle for ministry.   
 Peterson’s hermeneutic lens is summed up in the statement: “[I]f Scripture is 
God’s word and if Jesus is God’s word, then the two word forms are congruent with each 
other: the Scriptures are God’s word in Jesus; Jesus in God’s word in Scripture.”114  He 
also employs Martin Luther’s approach to scripture, was christum triebet, or what impels 
to Christ: “[I]t is the conviction, born out of much reading of scripture and much 
experience with Christ, that all the words of Scripture are contextually coherent in the 
word made flesh, Jesus.”115  
 Reading scripture is not simply an intellectual exploration for Peterson, but the 
practice of unhurried contemplation which, he argues, is not a focus of pastoral training,   
Despite the unsurpassed academic training that American pastors receive, it 
looks very much as if no generation of pastors that we know about 
historically has been so embarrassingly ill-trained in the contemplation of 
Scripture…Exegesis, if it is to serve the church’s life and be congruent with 
the pastor’s calling, must be contemplative exegesis.116  
Contemplation--attentiveness to God in the particularities of one’s life--is necessary in 
order to avoid the marketing and program-based church growth approaches, but it does 
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not mean passivity: “A contemplative life is not an alternative to the active life, but its 
roots and foundation.”117 
 Peterson believes that an obstacle to allowing the stories and poetry of scripture to 
prayerfully “marinate”118 life is caused by training ministers to look “for 
information…rather than being in relationship with a person who once spoke and then 
wrote so that we could listen to what was said.”119 He views study as an often “over-
intellectualized process”120 which “takes us out of relationships.”121 He writes, 
Schooling is very different from learning. In schooling persons count for 
very little. Facts are memorized, information assimilated, examinations 
passed…The reading skills that we acquire under such conditions are 
inevitably attentive primarily to the informational: we are taught to read for 
the factual, the useful, the relevant.122 
Rather than as a source of information alone, texts need to become an avenue for 
relationship and dialogue.  
 A key theme for Peterson is the development of intimate relationships with God, 
others, and self.  With regards to scripture, prayer is learned by prayerful engagement 
with the text in the particularity of a person’s life and context.  For Peterson, this 
engagement with the text is best practiced through the centuries-old monastic discipline 
of lectio divina: reading, meditating, praying, and contemplating. Peterson focuses on this 
                                                     
117 Peterson, Under the Unpredictable Plant, 114. 
118 Peterson, Practicing Resurrection, 205. 
119 Peterson, Working the Angles, 95. 
120 Cusick, 73-90.  
121 Ibid. 
122 Peterson, Working the Angles, 94. 
 150 
 
practice in Eat This Book: A Conversation in the Art of Spiritual Reading, bridging the 
history of the discipline with current evangelical practice of scripture study.123  
 Peterson maintains that prayer is especially learned by patiently submitting to the 
school of the Psalms.124 He argues that the Book of Psalms provides the education par 
excellence for prayer since they use the range of human language and express the 
spectrum of human emotion, all in a context of corporate worship and prayer.125 They 
help counteract a self-centered consumerist approach to prayer by taking the focus off the 
individual’s preferences and expanding the context of prayer from the individual to the 
gathered community.   
 The Psalms’ witness and usage in the worship and prayer of the Israelites is an 
important point for Peterson.  Drawing upon this, Peterson argues that if the Psalms are 
the content, the gathered worship community is the locus for learning prayer.126 Prayer 
starts in community:127 “The basic form of humanity is community; the basic form of 
prayer is liturgical.”128 He argues that the church is central to the Holy Spirit’s work of 
witness and presence to the reign of God inaugurated by Jesus Christ.129 Praying in 
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common brings peoples’ focus from themselves onto this reign and what God is doing in 
their midst.130  
 Authentic prayer is at heart corporate even in times of solitude; prayer that is 
private or disconnected from the community falls into self-centeredness.131  Peterson 
observes that meditating on abstract truths rather than the earthiness of scripture, away 
from the “irritating presences” 132 of people, characterizes one image of prayer.  Prayer in 
the context of the church avoids these temptations—because the God to whom prayer is 
addressed “wills his common love to be exchanged among us.”133 Peterson argues that 
persons in community are most themselves in relationships founded on grace and love.134 
The relationships gathered together in worship as the Body of Christ are “paradigmatic 
for our healed and holy lives.”135 
  Peterson observes that, for eighteen hundred years, Christian communities used 
the psalms as a part of corporate worship:136 “The believing community at worship, at 
regular times, and in assigned places, is the base of prayer. All psalms were prayer in 
such communities.”137 The Roman Catholic Liturgy of the Hours, Anglican Book of 
Common Prayer, and the Scottish Psalter, as examples, were and are psalm-based prayer 
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books for ministers and the gathered community to use in worship.138 Peterson argues 
that the shift from the psalms as a core prayer practice within Christian churches is 
evident in that psalms and prayer have moved to the margins in pastoral training and 
practice.139 He suggests that the pastor focused on prophetic action against injustice and 
good church administration are the more valued models, rather than a prayerful pastor.140 
   The Psalms suggest that the stuff of creation and relationships with others are the 
meat of prayer.141 Peterson warns against what he calls a “Gnostic” approach which 
denies the importance of physicality—leading to abstract meditation or escapism from 
the human flesh and blood of the incarnation.142 Those called to prayer may be more 
susceptible to this temptation,143 which provides another reason for grounding personal 
prayer in both the psalms and communal liturgy.  Prayer is connected and woven into 
daily experience and when active, develops into sacramental living.  Paying attention to 
the stuff of life avoids living in illusions or escapism.144 The requirement, Peterson 
argues, is to bring daily life into prayer-- “never indifferent to it, never insulated from 
it.”145 Because prayer is answering God’s speech to each person in the particularity of 
their context, its content is not only what would be commonly understood as religious 
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topics or sentiments, such as preaching, teaching, visitation, or other visibly pastoral 
tasks, but praying through the quotidian aspects of life.146  
 The Psalms bring prayer into the place of trouble—refuting the notion that prayer 
is an escapist practice.147 Rather, prayer brings the person and community deeper into 
intimacy, which means deeper into pain, dysfunction, and the consequences of sin:148 
“Prayer is an intensification of life.”149 The Psalms teach prayer that is based on concrete 
events, memories, situations, and emotions: “The language of prayer is forged in the 
crucible of trouble. When we…want a change we use primal language and this language 
becomes the root language of prayer.”150 The Psalmists use metaphors of images and 
objects in creation to keep prayer grounded and free from abstraction.151 
 Peterson argues that prayer must include authentic expression of emotion, and the 
Psalms are “the anatomy of all parts of the soul.”152 He argues that praying through anger 
and hatred is especially important: “Hate, prayed, takes our lives to bedrock where the 
foundations of justice are being laid.”153 To take anger out of prayer is to place it into the 
realm of abstraction, away from the troubles and challenges of human day-to-day 
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living.154 Excising the more unbecoming verses of the Psalms, as sometimes occurs in 
corporate psalm prayer, suggests that communities are uncomfortable with negative 
emotions in God’s presence. These must be brought into prayer as the psalmist models.155 
However, prayer cannot become dependent on feelings which can deceive or provoke or 
seduce.156  Feelings are to be prayed, but not taken as more than “spiritual muscles.”157 
They are a product of physical processes and can be “the scourge of prayer”158 if given 
too much weight. 
  An aspect of the Psalms Peterson highlights in addition to their intimate and 
ordinary language, and emotional content, is their often critical nature.  The psalmists 
were vocal in making complaint to God for the lack of God’s presence or God’s action, 
or their feeling of oppression by life circumstances.  The key, however, is that the 
psalmists stayed in conversation through their dissatisfaction or despair, so that the result 
is neither sentimental language pretending to intimacy, abstraction from suffering, or the 
belief that prayer solves all problems, but a profound trust in God.159 
 Peterson observes that “[h]urry is a form of violence practiced in 
time.”160Reflecting on the Psalms as poetry, Peterson considers how their rhythmic nature 
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with pauses and silences, also applies to the rhythmic nature of prayer, and can help 
counteract the noise and hurry of US culture. Pauses for silence are important in language 
as well as in prayer: “Silence is not what is left over when there is nothing more to say, 
but the aspect of time that gives meaning to sound.”161 Observing the rests and pauses in 
a line of poetry is a practice in patience. The Psalms need to be prayed in the same way as 
poetic language, not rushing through, just as the practice of prayer requires a similar 
slowing of human lives.162 
 
The Angle of Spiritual Direction and the Language of Intimacy 
 The third angle, spiritual direction, refers to both the pastor engaging in spiritual 
direction with her or his parishioners, as well as being in a spiritual direction relationship 
him- or herself. Peterson views being a spiritual director as a “readiness to clear space 
and arrange time to look at…elements of our life that are not at all peripheral but are 
central—unobtrusive signals of transcendence.”163 The basic call is to pay attention to 
signs of grace and desires for prayer, and listen deeply for what may be going on below 
the surface of the people he meets,164 and to help people “develop their everyday 
relationships in such a way that they discover God’s will and love at the center of every 
encounter.”165  In describing his calling to his parishioners, Peterson writes, “[I] want to 
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be with you, often and leisurely, so that we can recognize each other as close companions 
on the way of the cross and be available for counsel and encouragement to each other.”166  
 About placing himself in a spiritual direction relationship, Peterson acknowledges 
that other Christian traditions and many Christian leaders throughout history have 
advocated and even required those leading communities in the life of prayer to be in 
spiritual direction themselves.167  He describes the self-deception that pastors can 
experience in prayer and in their ministerial role, which can be caught and dealt with by 
submission to the prayerful search-light of a spiritual director or companion.168 
 Peterson laments that pastors used to spend greater amounts of time providing 
spiritual direction, which includes teaching people how to pray. Ironically, he finds that 
people assume that prayer and teaching prayer are part of the job description for pastors, 
yet these are frequently neither the focus of pastors nor encouraged in the midst of 
congregational administration.169 
 The uses of language plays a critical role in Peterson’s understanding of the three 
angles.  The key to spiritual direction, either giving or receiving, is cultivating the 
intimate language of relationship. At the foundational level, his image of God is one that 
“works with words” using them to write “a story of salvation.” He writes: 
[God] pulls us into the story. When we believe, we become willing 
participants in the plot. We can do this reluctantly and minimally, going 
through the motions; or we can do it recklessly and robustly, throw 
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ourselves into relationships and actions.  When we do this, we pray. We 
practice the words and phrases that make us fluent in the conversation that is 
at the center of the story. We develop the free responses that answer to the 
creative word of God in and around us that is making a salvation story.170 
As the intimate language of prayer is learned through the Psalms and coming together in 
corporate worship, one also learns the intimate language of relationships, the foundation 
of spiritual companionship.   
 Peterson likens learning prayer to learning a language.  Human language provides 
a witness to how humans learn to pray: 
Human prayer arises out of the same conditions as human language.  Prayer 
and language are not the same things (we do not learn to pray simply by 
directing our language to God instead of parents and friends), but there are 
rich analogies between these two basic human practices.171 
Language is spoken into children, day after day, words and sentences, until the child 
responds.172 Similarly, Peterson argues that God speaks first to humanity, conveying 
personhood, and building relationship. Prayer is humanity’s answer. 
 Peterson names three basic languages: Language I, II, and III. Language I is the 
language of relationship and intimacy, and the first language learned.173 The challenge of 
this language is its requirement to be attentive and personal.174 Language II deals with 
information. Language III focuses on motivation to act or to cause action.175  
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 Language II and III are not unimportant for relationship, but their primary context 
needs to be within Language I.176 While facility in informational and motivational 
languages is important to human life, Peterson calls for proficiency in the “language of 
personal relationship, getting as much of our language as possible into the speech of love 
and response and intimacy.”177 Peterson suggests that those who face death use the 
language of intimacy almost exclusively.178 
 In prayer, Peterson argues, informational and motivational languages are often 
used, since these predominate in US culture.179 The language of prayer falls into the first 
category.180 He argues that to use informational and motivational languages exclusively is 
not to pray. Praying the psalms, however, brings II and III into the context of intimate 
relationship, and the language of intimacy.181 The intimate answering speech that the 
Psalms reflect helps form into maturity the image of God in persons.182 
 
Summary 
Peterson argues that it is impossible to be fully human without intimate love and 
prayer—and conversely, God is not God apart from love and prayer either. Jesus 
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witnessed to a God who prays for humanity, who loves, “not to show us something about 
God but in actual fact being God with us, sharing salvation in an intimacy and eternity 
beyond Greek logic and Egyptian common sense.”183 As informational and motivational 
languages are brought into the language of intimacy through prayer, a transformation 
occurs. The use of language in prayer makes sacred all language: “There is not Holy 
Ghost language used for matters of God and salvation and then a separate secular 
language for buying cabbages and cars.”184 God is always in the grammar of human 
language, somewhere, as the One who first spoke and continues speaking language into 
humanity.185  
Peterson’s practice of prayer and framework of relational intimacy offers three 
important considerations for theological education. First, in his critique of US culture as 
individualistic and consumerist, Peterson offers a clear description of ministerial 
challenges facing many within his tradition, and a clear pattern of practice to support the 
necessary attentiveness to God and others in the face of these challenges. This simple 
pattern of intentional practice—weekly worship, daily psalm prayer, and recollected 
prayer throughout the day--could help form those in training to become pastors. Second, 
the practice of intimacy with God also develops the person’s capacity for intimacy with 
others. This points to an important inter-relationship between second-person engagement 
in the practice of prayer and the practice of human dialogue. Finally, Peterson argues that 
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the best practice which forms a person and community in intimate language--with God 
and with others--is prayerful engagement with the psalms. The psalms capture the full 
range of human experience and emotion, the dynamic of praise and complaint. The 
psalms counteract a self-centered consumerist approach to prayer and expand the context 
of prayer from the individual to the community. In chapter six, we will consider how 
Peterson’s narrative first- person theological reflection and second-person intimate 
dialogue in prayer and human relationship might impact the theological classroom, but 
now we turn to a different expression of relational intimacy: the practice of prayer within 
the Process theological framework of Marjorie Suchocki. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
MARJORIE SUCHOCKI 
 
 Process theologian Marjorie Suchocki (b. 1933) is a United Methodist professor 
emerita at Claremont School of Theology and the co-director of the Center for Process 
Studies. The foundational premise of Suchocki’s understanding of prayer in her process 
theological framework is that God “works with the world as it is”1 and that prayer 
changes the world, thus changing the material with which God works. While Eugene 
Peterson offers a framework of relational intimacy where God is sovereign and prayer is 
an intimate response to God’s first speech, Suchocki offers a relational framework and 
prayer practice where God’s role is not one of control or intervention, but the shaping of 
creation by offering possible futures for creation as it is, toward final fulfillment in God’s 
self. Through a close reading of her six theological  texts2, God Christ Church: A 
Practical Guide to Process Theology; The End of Evil: Process Eschatology in Historical 
Context; The Fall to Violence: Original Sin in Relational Theology; In God's Presence: 
Theological Reflections on Prayer; The Whispered Word: A Theology of Preaching; 
Divinity and Diversity: A Christian Affirmation of Religious Pluralism, this chapter will 
first outline Suchocki’s understanding of God’s role in creation and then closely explore 
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how different kinds of prayer--intercession, confession, liturgical prayer, thanksgiving-- 
functions within her process framework. 
 
Process Theology 
 Suchocki argues for the use of the process philosophical system developed by 
Alfred North Whitehead as the means to better understand that God is for us. The process 
system uses the language and science of our contemporary experience. Each Christian 
generation has sought to express the gospel into ways understandable in their era and 
context.3 This continuous work of seeking the appropriate language and systems to 
express the Gospel creates the Christian faith tradition. This tradition “is continuously 
appropriated and transformed within our cultural diversities, so that we might live as a 
complex community called the church.”4 The expression of God for us is more than 
recycling tradition from the past, but seeing ways to communicate that tradition in new 
and diverse ways into the “thought patterns of the age.”5  Suchocki writes: 
Christians remaining true to their tradition will take the kaleidoscopic shift 
of our time seriously, and engage in the task of expressing again the 
redemptive realities of Christian faith with a critical openness to the changes 
entailed. They will inquire into a biblical understanding of the nature of 
God, of Christ, of the church, and of the reign of God, and seek to give these 
faithful expressions in thought forms appropriate to our own day. The 
proclamation of faith in terms that speak to the whole of reality depends 
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upon the church’s self-critical and creative responsiveness to this task.6  
Suchocki argues that what is currently understood as the Christian tradition has been 
influenced by the various thought forms of the “living reality” which people have 
embraced in their following of Christ, including the witness of the biblical writings.7 She 
writes: “[T]he church’s responsibility [is] to give a reason for its hope…fulfilled in part 
through attention to the philosophical context of theology as well as to the biblical and 
historical tradition of Christianity.”8 Suchocki navigates a narrow line between allowing 
the philosophy to provide a framework for understanding the tradition and scriptural 
revelation without it becoming the determiner of the faith.9   
 Suchocki argues that the “most explicitly relational theology”10 appropriate for 
understanding contemporary existence is process theology.  Process philosophy was 
developed through Whitehead’s early twentieth century work in physics and 
mathematics. His reflections take into account the 20th century understanding of scientific 
relativity and offers Christian faith a way to discuss theology using categories grounded 
in contemporary scientific models of reality.11  
                                                     
6 Ibid., 4. 
7 Ibid., 5 
8 Ibid., 6. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid., 4. 
11 Ibid. 
 164 
 
 Whitehead argues that “to exist is to have an effect.”12 Nothing in the universe is 
free from connection to everything else and God, in Suchocki’s interpretation of 
Whitehead, is the unifying entity in which all finds both connection and is drawn into an 
ultimate well-being in God’s self. Suchocki states: 
We are creatures of relationship--not puppets, not driven by relationship, but 
existing in and through our own creative response to relationships in various 
circles of importance to us…And God, also, exists in creative response to 
relationships. The joy of creatures becomes the joy of God, and the sorrows 
of creatures the sorrows of God. Further, in process modes of thought, God 
is not just the passive participant in the life of the cosmos, but the creative 
lure of the whole process of existence. God offers to each element in the 
world a way that it might most creatively respond to the influences it 
receives, and the world take that influence into itself, becoming as it will, 
offering the result to the universe--and also back to God. God takes the 
results of the world's becoming into the divine nature, there values it, 
integrates it judgmentally into the divine self, and on the basis of what the 
world is becoming and God's own character, offers a possibility back to the 
world for the good once again.13  
Suchocki uses the example of “Catherine” as a way to describe the relational nature of 
existence.  In order for Catherine describe herself, she must reference things or people or 
places outside herself, even her name, given to her by her parents.14 In all ways, “external 
reality becomes internal through relation.”15 But this does not mean she has been 
determined by these influences. As they have impacted her life, she has responded to their 
formative presence, and in turn formed them.16  She has taken the given name, Catherine, 
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and has lived into it, the details of her life now fills her given name with unique content.17 
Catherine also has an impact on others: “Identity is more than the external influences 
affecting one; identity is also one’s influence on that which is beyond oneself.”18 
 Suchocki then posits that each person is both a multiplicity of influences and a 
unity that integrates those influences at the same time.  In order for this relationality to 
occur, there needs to be a third factor, which process theology names creativity. 
Creativity is the experiencing of the influences, “evaluating them, and selectively 
integrating them according to one’s own purposes.”19 The selection between influences is 
a process of discernment at a subconscious level.20 
 According to Suchocki, existence itself is creation in three ways. It is other-
created, self-created, and God-created.  It is other-created in the process of integrating all 
the myriad of influences that affects the entity. Every entity is a “unique center of 
energy,”21 and the number of energy centers is vast. Like ripples in a pond created by 
multiple rock splashes, each center converges on other centers, creating a new dynamic 
with new entities, each becoming a new center. These events constitute the dynamic 
creative nature of the universe in its “continuous process of reconstructing itself.”22  
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 For every instant of creativity, self-creation is the selection and integration of an 
influence then changes the situation, allowing for another instance of selection and 
integration to occur. Suchocki writes:  
A new multiplicity exists, calling creative unification into a new one. And 
so the universal dance continues, with the rhythm passing from the many to 
the one to the many again. In the process, relational existence continually 
comes into being.23  
In self-creation, the past provides data for the present and the process moves forward in 
continuous “creative unification.”24 What rises in creative unification becomes its own 
force for discernment “in relation to the future.”25 Suchocki writes: 
How [a person] has responded to each [influence] in the past is part of the 
data influencing her response in the present. If, however, her own past also 
constitutes an influential relationship for her present becoming, then her 
existence is continually in a state of flux. Identity is constantly being created 
through a series of becomings.26 
If the present is a relational outcome of past instants influencing the present, the selection 
of what will be creatively unified is based on some understanding of “what might be,”27 a 
future. How a person discerns and selects among the influences for integration into a new 
present moment “depends upon one’s capacity to envision and incorporate a future.”28 
The future exists as a possibility, but is not actual until creativity unifies the past actuality 
with the future possibility in the present, which then becomes a new instant seeking 
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unification.  Yet, this suggests that the future possibility, though not actual, has power to 
influence the present and relates to the present, not from within the past or present, but 
externally.29   
 The third aspect of existence is God-created.30 In order for the future to have the 
power to influence the present externally, rather than internally, requires the actual (as 
opposed to possible) existence of a source of not simply all the possibilities for one 
instant in a person’s life, but all possibilities for all of created existence in every instant--
an entity where all possibilities find an actual fulfillment. 31 Here, the process model 
names God as this actual entity who is the source of all future possibilities: 
[T]he entity that is God spans all times, grounds all time, includes all times. 
God relates to every element in the universe, first by influencing each 
element in its own becoming, and second by feeling it upon its conclusion. 
God and only God is the one reality that is capable of feeling the universe as 
it is, in each of its incredibly multiple states.32 
The existence of future possibilities that can impact the present requires the existence of 
God, who holds the future as a possibility, but in whom all possibilities are unified.33  
 Finite nature, creation, moves in the process model from the physical pole 
(multiplicity) to the mental pole (unification).34 On the other hand, God, moves from the 
mental pole (from unity) to the physical pole (to multiplicity). This allows God to hold all 
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possibilities in God’s self unbound by time.35 These possibilities are valued in God’s 
unified nature, so all possibilities offered are ones that would in some way offer, through 
creative unification with the past influences in the present, the opportunity to move from 
repetition of the past toward ultimate unity in God. The future vision of which God is the 
ground and source, is the “best” of what the world can become.36  
 God, as the foundation of unity for all that exists, knows intimately in God’s self 
all that exists. This knowledge, in the process worldview, is felt by God. God experiences 
the world at every instant intimately. God feels the world in relation to God’s own 
character: 
For God to feel the world is for God to recreate the world within the divine 
self, and to integrate those feelings of the world into the divine character. 
Such an integration would necessarily be judgmental and salvific. Because 
the God who feels the multiplicity of the world is one, God would feel each 
aspect of the world in relation to all other aspects. Further, God would feel 
each aspect in relation to the initial influence God had offered that entity, 
feeling the difference between what the entity could have been and what the 
entity became. Finally God would feel the entity relative to God's own 
character. Each of these modes of feeling is at the same time a judgment 
upon the felt entity, so that God's feeling of the world are not indiscriminate, 
but discriminate, judgmental. The judgment, of course, is contextual, 
relational, and therefore a true judgment.37 
In the process cosmology, the true judgment would be toward well-being for all: “What 
we do know is that God has acted and does act for us in Jesus Christ, that this reality we 
name God undergirds and supports us, judges and redeems us, and calls us to wider 
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circles of caring for the well-being of creation.”38 This salvific vision is given to every 
entity as possibility, in every instant, contextually appropriate to the entity’s situation and 
capacity to bear it.39  
 Each entity in the world has the freedom, however limited, to select the possibility 
which would in some small way lead to the vision of well-being in God. Freedom exists 
in the free selection among influences, to integrate the possibility offered by God or not. 
Suchocki argues that the world must have such a freedom, a capacity for novelty, in order 
to respond to God’s call: 
But in order for the world to become, rather than to remain a chaotic swirl of 
nothingness, the world must have the ability to respond. This implies that 
the world has the capacity for novelty, or freedom, within itself if it is to 
respond to the call of God.40 
From a liturgical perspective, Suchocki describes this dynamic of God’s initiation and the 
world’s response as call and response: “God calls the world into being, and the world's 
order exists in and through its response to God…The God of Genesis is a God for whom 
the act of creating is itself a kind of covenant; it is creation through call and response.”41 
Rather than God simply creating a world, God, in process theology, creates with a 
world.42 
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Well-being and Sin 
 Reality, however, is more complex than simply the continuous unification of past 
in the present toward a future possibility offered by God in that instant: “The process 
model stresses the fact that relationships are internal. Through relationships we become 
what we are. We, in turn, affect the becoming of others, who must internalize our 
effects.”43 Suchocki argues that the relational dynamism of the world is vulnerable when 
the future possibility offered by God is not integrated. When relationships are marked by 
destructive aspects, toward self, other, God, creation, the destruction is not localized, but 
impacts the entire system, including God; this destruction also becomes a force toward its 
own perpetuation.44 
 For Suchocki, sin is “participation through intent or act in unnecessary violence 
that contributes to the ill-being of any aspect of earth or its inhabitants.”45 The criterion 
for what constitutes sin is the absence of well-being, 46 but God’s word spoken (Suchocki 
uses the verb whispered) to each entity in every moment is a call back into well-being. 
Paraphrasing Julian of Norwich’s phrase, Suchocki argues, “If in God there is a reality 
where all is well, and all is well, and all manner of things are finally well, then there is 
made possible in every moment of human history an echoing way in which all may be 
well, and all may be well, and all manner of things may be well.”47 As God unifies the 
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cosmos in God’s self and offers possibility in every instant, the whispered word both 
offers the vision of well-being in God’s own character, but also reveals the distance 
creation is from the ultimate well-being. 
 Sin is both personal and impersonal, and it impacts the past, present and future.  It 
is a “violation of relationships, resulting in a state of alienation from God, nature, one 
another, and the self.”48 As an aspect of the past, it “precedes” each person impersonally, 
what Suchocki calls the demonic, and what process theology defines as “the cumulative 
acts of human beings in society”49 which “overwhelm us, involving us in the condition of 
alienation that manifested in personal sin.”50 Once enmeshed in the power of the 
demonic, creation perpetually and tragically repeats the influences of sin into the present 
and future, creating the oppressive “isms” and making the past the “conveyor of original 
sin”51 into the present. Suchocki writes: “When the past works against positive 
relationship that enrich the person, then that past is indeed demonic.”52 
 While the enmeshment of sin is strong, Suchocki maintains that there is “always a 
wedge of novelty that entails a degree of freedom and responsibility.”53 The tight chains 
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of the demonic allow for little freedom, but freedom is not destroyed completely.54 One 
must assent to the perpetuation of the past. Suchocki argues: 
Sin imprisons. The sin of the demonic imprisons one in a particular form of 
the past. By choosing to become a bearer of the demonic, one allows that 
past, which was originally felt as oppressive, to become the determiner of 
one’s reality.55 
The past becomes heavy and impacts the well-being of the present internally, rather than 
simply externally,56 limiting the opportunities to select a life-giving future,57 the 
possibility offered by God in the present moment. Institutional sin is the perpetuation of 
both the oppression and acceptance of that oppression, reinforcing its existence.58 
 While the past can impact the present, the impact of sin can be felt through 
unhealthy responses to the future eventuality of death. Suchocki sees death as having 
three aspects, “physical death, emotional death, and the death of meaning.”59 In 
Suchocki’s process model, relational death can occur even before physical death, cutting 
people off from others, themselves, the world, or meaning.60 Fear and anxiety are normal 
responses to the reality of death, and not sinful, but when they cut a person off from the 
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possibilities of the future still available, they become sin.61 The fear and anxiety become 
a self-protective prison.62 
 The present also can contain an experience of sin. In the present, the self can deny 
its dependence on creation and others. This “absolutizing [of] the self is the denial of 
relational existence.”63  This form of sin is the “turn from the source of one’s life to that 
which cannot long sustain itself.”64 Just as the past sin through repetition and consigning 
the future to death without possibility still available builds a prison, the denial of 
interdependence also builds a prison. But in each case, the prison is built “with our own 
existence,”65 meaning that the human person does not have the ability to break it down. 
For the walls to crumble, “[w]e require a force in the past strong enough to counter the 
demonic, a force in the future that is stronger than death, and a force in the present that 
can enable us to live in the full interchange of relational existence.”66 This force is the 
possibility God provides every moment. 
 While God is the ground and source of all possibilities which would be the best 
for the world, as the world responds--either perpetuating sin or embracing possibility--the 
world changes: 
For in this process world, God's creative word is given as invitation and as 
promise. As promise, it suggests that which is truly possible for the 
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emerging reality; as invitation, it calls that reality toward precisely this 
invited becoming. But an invitation, no matter how promising, calls for a 
response, and therein lies the freedom of the world--and with that freedom, 
the greatness and the tragedy of the world. God calls: We answer. In 
answering we participate along with God in our own ongoing creation. 
Responding, we are responsible.67 
God receives this effect into God’s self and then offers another possibility based on the 
newly created situation. Suchocki argues that God “feels” the world’s response and 
receives it into the divine nature, a view of God’s relationship with the world in contrast 
with the traditional Christian view that God “is not affected by the world.”68  This 
reception of the world in every moment is “the resurrection of the world into God’s own 
life.”69 She continues:  
God, as the most complex entity of all, gives a drive toward transformation 
that reflects, to whatever degree the finite world can bear, the transformation 
occurring in God. Thus as a result of God’s own unification of the world 
with the primordial vision of all possibilities, particular possibilities become 
relevant to the becoming finite world. These possibilities will reflect, to 
whatever degree the world can sustain, a transformation of its past in terms 
of harmony, akin to God’s own nature.70 
God both offers transformation instant by instant in history through possibilities which 
are sourced in God’s own nature, but also the final reality of unification and harmony of 
all creation in God’s own self.71 
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The Role of Prayer 
 Suchocki offers a succinct, elegant and repeated theme about how prayer operates 
in the process theological worldview: “Prayer changes the way the world is, and therefore 
changes what the world can be. Prayer makes a difference to what God can do in and 
with the world.”72 God gives the possibility in each moment toward the vision of reality 
finally (and actually) unified in God. We take those possibilities and do something with 
them, then giving God back a new moment. God experiences this as a “continuous 
judgment, transformation and salvation that affects the shape of God’s continuous 
graciousness toward us.”73 God offers more possibilities, and on.74  Prayer then “opens us 
to God’s presence and/or guidance, and thus shifts our ability to receive whatever 
guidance is appropriate for ourselves and the communities of which we are a part.”75 
Prayer is not a practice of self-counseling, self-help, or self-talk: 
[Some] think of prayer as a psychological sorting or things over in our 
minds. Some think of prayer as little more than a meditation, that quiets us 
down, something like a good nap, in the midst of our busyness. Too easily 
we think of prayer as really talking to ourselves, just thinking things over. 
But prayer is not to ourselves, it is to God, and we must take it that 
seriously.76 
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Prayer is “the act of bringing our moment-by-moment connectedness to God into our 
consciousness.”77 
 Because God “exists relationally, in interdependence with the world”78 the 
possibility for interacting with God always exists. One of the effects of this presence is 
divine guidance: 
Divine guidance is limited by our condition—our histories, our prejudices, 
our attitudes, our openness, our closedness, our selves. We take this 
guidance into ourselves, and dispose of it as we choose.79 
This response to God’s guiding presence may be “more like an impulse toward a best 
responsiveness to whatever our situation might be.”80 However, the relational presence is 
two-way. For God to touch creation through guiding presence, God is in return touched, 
just as to touch something is to feel it in the act of touching.81 What creation in each 
instant does with the guiding presence is given back to God who then responds again 
with what Suchocki calls the “creativity of God, the omnipresence of God, or the 
persuasive power of God.”82 This mutual touch is the foundation of prayer.83
 Releasing prayer is an act of trust. For Suchocki, the ways and means for how the 
prayer is answered are open to God’s action, rather than a limited human perspective of 
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what should be done: “Released prayer is more like breathing, it takes the same depth of 
one’s heart’s concern to God, offering it and releasing it, offering and releasing it.”84 
 For Suchocki, “our business is to pray and to be sensitive to any way God might 
use us in response to our prayers,”85 rather than dictating the terms of the outcomes. In 
Suchocki’s worldview, prayer is not fully knowledgeable about all the possibilities of the 
situation—yet God, as the source and end of all possibility according to  
God’s nature, does know.86 She argues that people simply don’t have enough information 
to dictate. 
 
Intercessory Prayer 
 Intercessory prayer is the praying for another’s well-being.87 She states, “Since 
God works with the world as it is in order to bring it to what it can be, intercessory 
praying changes what that world is relative to that one for whom we pray, and that 
change is for the good.”88 More than simply praying for a person, or situation, each 
person is connected in God, and therefore, connected in prayer: 
It is God who feel’s [the person’s] condition; it is God who feels my own 
condition in my praying for him; it is God who weaves me into this man’s 
welfare. Praying for another’s well-being allows God to weave us into the 
other’s well-being. In this manner we become part of those for whom we 
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pray and they become part of us.89 
Suchocki focuses on the “omnipresence” of God as the power at work in prayer: 
[T]here is no center to the universe and…everything in the universe is center 
to all else. There is no center, for all things are ‘equidistant’ from God, and 
the centeredness of God is unbounded. But, paradoxically we can say that 
all things are center for if all things are in the presence of God, then it is 
God who centers them.90 
God is like “rushing water of the universe, filling all spaces, honoring all spaces, 
centering all space through the specialness of divine presence.”91 This divine presence 
“invites us into communion.”92 God “pervades us without…displacing us,”93 connecting 
everyone together. In prayer, all are united in God: “Intercessory prayer is a place of 
meeting, within God, and to a far less intense degree, within the world.”94 The 
communion occurs in “God’s own being.”95 
 Knowledge of this omnipresent God is not simply an individualistic perception of 
this presence, but through “the witness of others and…the texts and traditions as well as 
our contemporary communities.”96 All play a formative role. The tradition invites its 
followers to pray:  
If it is truly an interdependent world, existing in interdependence not only 
within itself but also with the ever-creating God, then God’s call to us to 
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pray is neither whimsical nor irrelevant to God’s work in the world. It is not 
a matter of receiving compliments, nor is it a reminder service informing 
God of what needs to be done in the world. Rather, prayer is God’s 
invitation to us to be willing partners in the great dance of bringing a world 
into being that reflects something of God’s character.97 
If, in every moment, a possibility toward well-being is being offered, prayer is the key 
practice for listening and being open to that whispered word: “Prayer…opens us to the 
possibility of change, with the direction of that change oriented by God’s wisdom relative 
to us.”98 
 Suchocki argues that the witness that the church is tasked with—a “deeded word 
and worded deed”99 is greater than any one person can handle, but in entering into 
partnership with God to care for the world, prayer is a way to support and intercede 
beyond the normal human capacity, beyond skills and gifting, and at great distance.  
She uses the image of weaving: “Prayer is the weaving of things, making us participants 
in one another’s work, strengthener to each other in our work, through the grace and 
power of God.”100  
 In the process world, there are limitations on God and how he can act in the 
universe, but still, prayer is central to the how of God’s continuing work in the world.101 
If there were no such limitations, intercessory prayer would be unnecessary: 
But in a God-world relation of interdependence where the world’s power 
must be taken into account, where God’s power is exercised in the form of 
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possibilities that the world has the power to reject, then intercessory prayer 
is of utmost importance. It’s not just that we need to pray—it’s that God 
needs us to do the praying.102 
The inspiration for prayer is “God’s own self giving the impulse toward prayer to those 
open to such an impulse so that their praying may make a difference to what God can 
give in yet another place.”103 To pray invites God to place the person praying into the 
prayer’s answer.104 According to Suchocki, distance can become immaterial as the prayer 
and pray-er become part of the possibility that God offers the situation. 
 In the process relational world, where all is connected, prayer is also necessary for 
those who are considered enemies. Suchocki considers the desire to hate or to ignore 
one’s enemies as “almost analogous to psychic murder.”105 She states: “How we are 
makes a difference in how the other can be, and how the other is makes a difference in 
how we can be, for God works with the world as it is in order to lead it to where it can 
be.”106 
 Even those who are perpetrators of violence, those who injure, need intercessory 
prayer because, “(t)he injurer’s well-being is also violated by the injury inflicted on 
others, for this is an impoverishment of his or her spiritual well-being.”107 Intercessory 
prayer seeks transformation for the perpetrator so no further injury takes place. To pray 
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for the injurer is to forgive, which for Suchocki is “to will the well-being of the other and 
live accordingly.”108 
 Praying for well-being is to pray for “their openness to the transforming love of 
God that brings them always into resurrection life.”109 It may be more specific, but 
Suchocki cautions against too much specificity, citing that “only God knows the fullness 
of the circumstances.”110 She writes: “We offer our prayers for well-being, knowing that 
God will fill the blanks of precisely what that well-being can be.”111 Suchocki offers an 
understanding of the Holy Spirit as inspirer of prayer, stating: 
[W]e know that there is no inadequacy in our praying, no matter how 
inadequate we might feel, for God’s own self, through the Spirit, prompts 
our prayers, receives our prayers, and translate our prayers into the for 
God’s doing. And so we release our prayers to God to whom we give them, 
trusting this God who works with us all to do with them as God can and 
will.112 
 However, this would suggest that the Spirit does not inspire the pray-er with knowledge 
of the specific details for prayer. The actual practice of intercessory prayer, Suchocki 
suggests, moves beyond words and is based in images: seeing the face or place or 
situation for which we pray, “holding it in our heart with a yearning for that person’s 
well-being, offering this fullness to God as prayer.”113 This form of prayer transforms the 
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pray-er—mirroring in them the image of God who also yearns for well-being for the 
other.114 
 
Healing Prayer 
 Within the realm of intercessory prayer, a question arises: if healing is prayed for 
yet does not occur, was there not “enough” prayer for God to use to effect healing?115 
Suchocki answers her question by maintaining that God works with the world as it is—
which means that prayer occurs in a “context of mutuality.”116 Not all illnesses are 
terminal, so prayers for physical healing can make a difference,117 and only God knows 
the point when illness is irreversible: “What forms of healing that are possible are 
given.”118 In situations where the illness has not reached terminal nature, prayer combines 
the divine resources and the person in the context of their community of care toward the 
possibility of healing.119 
 What happens when a person prayed for dies? In the process cosmology of 
Suchocki, physical death is but one aspect of the whole reality and holds that “[t]here is a 
health that is deeper than death.”120 Even in the midst of the reality of death, and the 
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perceived separation in its experience, God “works with the world as it is to lead it to 
where it can be—always—if we follow—in the direction of deeper and richer modes of 
human community.”121 Even prayers for the life of a person who dies are woven into the 
fabric of human existence—the presence of God to those left behind, the healing over 
time, the possibility for deeper human connection in the midst of grief, and the 
communion of saints in heaven.122 
 Alive, we are oriented consciously toward our lives, but Suchocki surmises that 
after death, we wake into a new consciousness—as participants in “God’s own life.”123 In 
this new awareness, we experience with God God’s own experience of the world and 
witness the fruit of those prayers even after physical death: “God interacts faithfully with 
the world, giving to the world and receiving from the world, and death does not stop this 
interaction, it merely changes its form.”124 
 While God gives “the guiding impulse [to pray] in every moment of our being”125 
there is some sense of guilt around prayer or its lack. Suchocki suggests that this is an 
echo of our intuition that we live in an interdependent world, that our prayer or lack of it 
does impact the world.  But our interdependence is also a reminder that we are never in 
control of the myriad of energies that create existence—other factors are also operating 
interdependently and can affect situations and life for better or for worse. The perception 
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of control is inaccurate in a world where control is “shared” and relationship is a 
dance:126 
In an independent, relational, contextual world, our praying constitutes a 
dance with God that makes a difference to what God can do in the world. 
For God works with the world as it is to lead it to what it can be. And prayer 
changes the way the world is, and therefore changes what is yet possible in 
the world. We can never predict in detail what the transformation will be, 
but since it comes from God, in interaction with this world, we do know 
this, in this world, it will be toward a finite form of resurrection, in a 
transformation that the world can bear. And who knows what it will be in 
that great resurrection which is yet before us, our resurrection into God’s 
own life?”127  
God is functions interdependently alongside the world and so prayer is not a form of 
control or manipulation of God, but a “partnership.”128 
 
Prayers of Confession 
 Confession from a personal standpoint invites the person to “name” herself before 
God as she is—admitting to God and self “the harm…done to others.”129 Suchocki 
writes: “The work of naming is at the same time the work of contrition and release 
toward the transformation that is yet possible for ourselves and others.”130 Suchocki 
argues that “God desires the good of the world, and that God woos the world toward 
deeper and richer modes of human community.”131 The challenge is that the fight over 
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resources and the protection of resources, physical or personal, builds walls of protective 
defense against vulnerability, out of fear of lack. The prayer of confession reopens the 
channel and reconnects a person or group to the human community in well-being.132 
 Personal confession is the naming of “who we are and how we are, and thus bring 
ourselves more into conformity with God’s greater knowledge of us.”133 To be open to 
this process of naming allows whatever might be blocking the good that is possible for us 
to be dissolved and release the dam of “transformation toward well-being.”134 Confession 
is a practice that “open[s] us to God, ourselves and others.”135 
 The actual act of naming something as destructive of self or others or creation 
brings the person into “greater conformity with God’s knowledge of us.”136 
Acknowledging the “ill quality” as “ill” gives the needed push to release it to receive 
God’s possibility in that moment.137 Without the act of naming in confession, “God is 
forced to address us again and again with the same baby-step possibility for 
transformation. There is no transformative future for a false self until it leaves off its 
falseness.”138  
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 Responding to God’s leading in each moment leads to formation: “In a process 
world our character is built up through habituated responses to God and others.”139 When 
humans act so that ill is created for others, this act is one step on the way toward its 
“repetition.”140 But in every act of honest naming and confession, a step is taken toward 
God’s resurrection purposes in creation—even in the smallest way. 
 Suchocki offers a personal and revealing example of how the dynamic of ill-will 
toward another might play out. After a friend’s betrayal, Suchocki felt hatred and 
vindictiveness toward her, but realized that if the world was truly based on process 
theology, then not only was her friend experiencing the internal ill-will Suchocki was 
emanating, but God was experiencing it also. Suchocki was—opposite to prayer—adding 
ill-will to the world and putting obstacles into the path of the possibilities which God 
offered every instant. Since God receives each person in “every moment of her living,”141 
God received the ill-will Suchocki directed toward her friend. Once she became aware of 
the dynamic, she was open to contrition, repentance, and ultimately reconciliation. 
 While the ill-will directed toward her friend could not destroy God, in the process 
world, it does cause God pain as God is in the experience of the world, experiencing 
existence in and through the world: 
Just as there is a union created through love, there is also a kind of shadow 
union created through hatred. Union through love enriches, but union 
through hate fragments and impoverishes. Our very hatred of the other ties 
our perceived well-being to their ill-being; we are thus bound to them, not 
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for good, but for ill.142 
Sin in the process perspective has a real impact, even sin which is internalized ill-will:  
Sin has a rippling effect, creating ill-being that spills over beyond what may 
have been its intended sphere. Though we confess our sin against another 
we can never know the full effect of our sin, either in the person we have 
directly harmed, or in those who may have been harmed secondarily.143 
Confession of the sin that is this shadow-union’s food “changes the nature of this union 
from ill-being to well-being.”144 Transformation becomes possible. Confession requires 
both acknowledging what we know we have done and all the ripples which are 
impossible to see.145 It comes at a cost, both to the world and God. Suchocki argues: 
[G]od’s forgiveness is shaped to each person whom God forgives, 
necessarily so, and this is at great cost even for God. God experiences the 
world as it is. This means that God receives the world in every moment of 
its existence, and this reception constitutes God’s knowledge of the world. 
God doesn’t know the world because God reads about it in some book, or 
because God observes it from some safely distant viewing post. To the 
contrary, God knows the world, because God receives the fullness of its 
energy, in all its particularities, in every moment. When we sin, God 
experiences the sin. Since the sinfulness of sin is its destructiveness of well-
being in violation of love, God’s experience of sin is an experience of 
violation…God feels all the world, and therefore feels all the pain of the 
ones sinned against.146 
The empathy inspired by God’s own experience of the world can lead to intercessory 
prayer for those affected. The consequence of the sin affects both victim and perpetrator, 
and blocks God’s gifts: “God’s will toward our good is ever-present, but our sin blocks 
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our ability to receive this good.”147  This is not punishment from God, but the 
consequences of sin. Confession is only the first step into healing from the suffering sin 
has caused,148 but it becomes the “grace-laden act” of receiving God’s forgiveness.149 
 Confession, Suchocki argues, is not simply a verbalizing of who a person is in 
light of the possibilities God offers—but a “living confession,”150 a way of life.151 This is 
not condemnatory, but expansive—and openness to the divine possibility in each 
moment, awareness of when that possibility is rejected and a willingness to take 
responsibility as well as pray for all who have been affected—known and unknown.152 
This way of praying affirms the interrelationship between all that exists and how both 
blessing and destruction ripples out from creation’s choices to respond to God’s gift of 
self in every moment. 
 
Corporate Confession 
 Just as the process worldview emphasizes the rationality of all existence and how 
actions send ripples into the world, prayer can emphasize that connectivity, as well as 
lead to conviction about responsibility for the perpetuation of sinful structures.  
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 Corporate confession acknowledges the “web of ill-being in which [humans] 
together participate.”153 This ill-being comprises such actions such as acting out of fear 
and hatred toward those perceived as different, misuse and destruction of the earth’s 
resources, and actions which perpetuate poverty and war.154 Corporate confession 
reconnects people to the causes of ill-will and to the possibility towards well-being God 
offers in every moment.155 The well-being may be infinitesimally less than the current ill-
being, but it is one step closer to God’s self and will for creation. Corporate confession 
creates new unity and releases the energy for transformation by naming the problem, and 
how a person has contributed, but is also offers the person-in-community the opportunity 
to work as a community to redress the injustice. Each person is more than the injustice 
perpetrated on their behalf, but also has the power to invest in transformation.156 In 
confession, “we shed the myth of innocence and dare by the power of God to name 
reality.”157 The key is “by the power of God.” Confession is not simply to feel guilt—
though guilt is one step—but to be connected in that awkward, unpleasant, anger-
provoking sense of failure and walk through it together.158 
 Suchocki names a challenge to this sense of connectivity in both the illusions 
created by protective economic structures of middle and upper classes and the focus of 
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news reports on violence: “Problems are perceived as outside ourselves.”159 A steady diet 
of these illusions can leave people with the sense that one person can have no impact on 
the larger society and world. This is first expressed as powerlessness, then apathy:160 
Powerlessness becomes apathy, and I do nothing to engage the structures of 
evil in society. And while I on occasion might feel a qualm of dis-ease that I 
enjoy the comforts of my life while others experience more directly the 
agonies of evil, the qualm dispels as I creep back into my private myth of 
my own innocence of these ills. I did not cause these problems; why or how 
should I be held to account for addressing them?161 
Suchocki cautions: “There is power in powerlessness, for it frees us from responsibility 
and sends us back to the easier world of our own lives, and our own more manageable 
problems.”162 Suchocki argues that humans are responsible, but that to combat the 
apathy and powerlessness, the church has corporate prayers of confession to address “our 
isolation, our fragmentation, our powerlessness.”163 A church which only confesses faith, 
but not sin is a tragedy for Suchocki.164 The water of forgiveness of sin allows the entire 
plant to survive, otherwise it will wither.165 This forgiveness, though, is simply the healed 
connectivity between humans and all creation. 
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 Suchocki uses the Lord’s Prayer as a model of both personal and corporate 
confession: “Forgives us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us.”166 In an 
interdependent world, forgiveness impacts the forgiver and the forgiven. Prayers for 
forgiveness open the person and group of people to God’s resurrection possibility 
appropriate in that moment, and when a person or group of people experience renewed 
well-being, the world is changed. Well-being is shared by all.167 
 Prayer connects and opens groups to experience through connection with God, the 
suffering of others. This can lead to corporate confession and simultaneous repentance. 
Such confession is a turn to a new way of living where personal and corporate actions are 
consciously performed—and consciously placed in light of God’s call for well-being:168 
“Without the church’s confession of sin, God’s most powerful force for social renewal is 
left immobilized, locked away in a spiral of individualism that addresses only individual 
problems and ignores the social dimensions of personal sins.”169 At the foundation, the 
goal of prayer is well-being, which is resurrection: 
The prayer of confession is addressed not to one another but to God, and 
becomes our own identification with the God who identifies with us. And if 
we gain a measure of transcending power through our identification with the 
problem, and if we also gain a measure of transcending power through our 
identification with one another, then imagine the power now not simply of 
transcendence, but of resurrection, that is made available to us through the 
double identification of God with us, and us with God.170 
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Confession is not an exercise in self-condemnation or inferiority or abnegation. Rather 
Suchocki sees it as the form of prayer which opens a person or a group to acknowledge 
their unconscious involvement in systems of injustice. But further, it leads to 
transformation: “It is the peculiarity of Christian faith that we dare to name powers of 
destruction precisely because we are convinced that there is a greater power for 
transformation.”171 To enter into this resurrection power, the church becomes a living 
mediator of redemption in the midst of brokenness and injustice.172 
 
Liturgical Prayer and Preaching 
 Personal prayer, as well as personal and corporate prayers of confession, are 
bound together through the liturgical prayer of the gathered community in worship. This 
form of prayer is a visible sign of unity in the church,173 a unity, Suchocki states, that is 
described by Jesus’ prayer for unity in John 17. Ironically, Suchocki argues, prayer is not 
often considered as a sign of unity within the wider Body of Christ. Rather, doctrinal 
unity has taken priority.174 Suchocki argues that rather than doctrinal unity, the Christian 
tradition has been marked by doctrinal diversity.175 She makes the case that prayer needs 
to be the unifying mark: 
Throughout John 17, Jesus is shown to us in the depths of communion with 
God in a prayer of intercession for us. He asks not that we know doctrine, 
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but that we know God, that we may be protected, that we may be one, that 
the love of God shall be in us. Unifying these requests is the medium 
through which they are uttered: prayer itself.176 
Liturgical prayer is the form most capable of representing this unity. In gathered prayer, 
Christian of the present are joined with those of the past and created a link of tradition for 
those in the future.177 Even in the great diversity of traditions of liturgical prayer, there 
are commonalities in addressing God. Suchocki traces a lineage from Judaism and the 
Psalms to New Testament worship forms.178 
 The Psalms exhibits the form of address about and to God—moving from 2nd to 
3rd person, and back. Suchocki states: 
It is as if the prayer given to God in the company of the faithful included 
holy conversation. Praying was not a solitary act, but a communal act and 
therefore included the praise of God spoken to one another as well as the 
praise of God spoken directly to God.179 
Prayer at the time of Jesus followed a five-fold formula: praise, recounting God’s 
historical faithfulness, petitions, and intercession, stating the conformity of the petitions 
with God’s will; and then ending with praise.180 As followers of Christ began to adapt the 
Judaic prayer formula into their worship, the “major difference rested in the part of the 
prayer that recounts the ground of prayer:” Jesus Christ as God’s work for humanity.181 
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“By participating together in the life of prayer, we participate together in the Christ who 
prayed for us.”182 
  Prayer opens the pray-er to God’s guidance and thus brings the possibility for 
integrating God’s whispered word toward well-being. This guidance leads “always 
toward the best way we can become in these circumstances relative to ourselves and to 
increasingly wider communities.”183 Being open to the guidance brings “the reign of God 
in our lives.”184 Suchocki states: “When, then, we integrate God’s guidance into who we 
are, we are to that degree mirroring what God has already done within the divine self. We 
become in a very particular way an ‘image of God,’ responding to God’s will on earth as 
a reflection of God’s own heaven.”185 
 The practice of prayer in the early church included set times of prayer during the 
day: morning, noon, and evening, plus midnight. Whether one prayed communally or 
privately, the prayer was still considered part of the corporate prayer of the church.186 
Prayers were said facing East—the direction of the coming Kingdom, Christ’s return, and 
the rising sun—standing or kneeling with arms raised. Services were also held on 
Wednesday, Friday, and Sunday at a place designated for gathered worship. The week 
day services were liturgies of the Word and Sunday included the meal.187 
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 Suchocki argues that Sunday worship is split into discrete sections, with some 
parts more important than others: “In Protestant worship we often see the sermon as the 
major point of the service, but I suggest that prayer is the major point of every service of 
worship and that the whole service, including the sermon, be interpreted as extended 
prayer.”188 Suchocki makes the argument that each aspect of the liturgical worship must 
be done as prayer—openness to God’s guidance and transformation and the formation of 
the community in light of the Gospel: ”Prayer in both the preacher and receivers of the 
word opens the community to be shaped and transformed.”189 
 After the sermon is often the prayers of the people. In light of the hearing the 
Word, the community voices thanksgiving and intercession, and for the church’s 
mission.190 The prayers of the people hold the space for prayer in many churches: “The 
prayers of the people during the congregation’s worship bear responsibility of bathing the 
mission of the church in prayer.”191Suchocki writes: “Through these prayers, they change 
what God can do through them as a congregation in ministering to their needs and the 
needs of the society in which they live.”192 
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The Lord’s Prayer 
 Suchocki reflects on the connective power of the Lord’s Prayer to past, present, 
and future worship gatherings—all united in God through the prayer.193 As the gathered 
church continues to pray these words, they become a transitional link to future 
generations in prayer. The church teaches the upcoming generation to pray, even as the 
current generation prays for them.194 Suchocki also argues that prayer connects over 
space as well as time. Geographical distances, differences of ethnicity, race, tradition, 
melt away in the Lord’s Prayer. In the process worldview, prayer is intimately personal, 
but never disconnected from the community: 
Our miniscule reflection of God’s will adapted to us in our time and place 
will likewise have implications and responsibilities beyond our own small 
sphere. We must understand ourselves as God’s people for the sake of a 
goodness that is more than our own, a richness that reaches in extensiveness 
to enhance the well-being of the widest possible world.195 
To be delivered from evil is to “live in the resurrection power of God, who is able to 
work transformation in every evil. There is no evil that God’s love for us cannot 
overcome, for the very nature of God’s leading in every moment contains not only the 
power of endurance, but also the power of transformation. The transformation will be 
suited to the circumstances.”196 
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Thanksgiving 
 Suchocki argues that the New Testament witness calls for the practice of 
thanksgiving in communities of faith. This is not to ignore pain or suffering, but to focus 
on the faith, hope and love which these communities represent.197 She states: “Prayer is 
thanksgiving, for no matter what specific thing or person may be the subject of our 
praying, the very fact that we can bring these matters to the one who is God bathes the 
praying in the overflowing gratitude that is praise.”198  
 The psalms are models for thanksgiving—for creation, life, seasons, resources: 
“Continuous thanksgiving to God creates a continuous expectancy of encountering gifts 
God has released into the world, and that the world has made its own—and given back to 
God.”199 Suchocki writes: “Prayers of thanksgiving ‘wake us up,’ to the wonder of God’s 
faithfulness.”200  
Summary 
Informed by the process philosophical system of Whitehead, Suchocki brings the 
language of Christian faith into conversation with contemporary scientific 
understandings. In Suchocki’s theological framework, everything and everyone is 
connected together and God is the unifying entity in which all finds both connection and 
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is drawn into an ultimate well-being in God’s self. God holds all possibilities and offers 
possibilities to every entity in every instant, in a way that it appropriate for the entity. She 
likens this to a liturgical dynamic of God’s call and creation’s response, a strongly 
second-person dialogical image. When humanity answers God’s call, “we participate 
along with God in our own ongoing creation. Responding, we are responsible.” 
Prayer in Suchocki’s framework functions in three main ways. First, God works 
with the world as the world is and prayer changes the world, changing what God works 
with. Even the smallest prayer changes the person and the situation. Second, prayer opens 
the person or community to “God’s presence and/or guidance”201 bringing God’s 
presence into conscious attention; calling the person to intercession or confession. 
Openness to God possibilities in every moment changes the person/community, and 
therefore, the world. Suchocki writes: 
That touch from God is always oriented toward us and our condition; it 
pushes us toward deeper involvement in the world, deeper openness to 
relation, deeper caring for the well-being of the earth. Thus God’s guidance 
is not like some clarion call to know God; to the contrary, it is an insistent 
whisper that we shall live responsibly and lovingly in the world.202 
Third, prayer is a unifying mark of the church, based on Jesus’ prayer in John 17. While 
followers of Christ are doctrinally diverse, prayer, and especially prayer using the psalms, 
can be a sign of unity. 
 Having explored the practices of prayer of Barth, Peterson, and Suchocki, and 
theological frameworks in which they function, it is time to place them into a 
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conversation with pedagogical, practical theological, and other theological voices, and 
craft a pedagogical framework for the theological classroom. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
A CONTEMPLATIVE THEOLOGICAL 
AND PEDAGOGICAL CONVERSATION 
 
Considering key Protestant texts on theological education, the practice of prayer 
seems to have a less than central role, and even when prayer is affirmed as important for 
ministerial formation, how the practice of prayer is to be included in the theological 
classroom is left relatively undefined. Literature from the fields of academic theology and 
spirituality points to a divide, a perceived split, between spirituality and theology. 
However, the analysis of the theological texts of Karl Barth, Eugene Peterson, and 
Marjorie Suchocki on prayer, and how the practice of prayer functions within the 
theologians’ frameworks, paints a very different picture: Prayer is integral to the 
theological project. Prayer is critical to the theologians’ frameworks and their 
understandings of how humanity and the Divine relate. While the particulars vary, and 
the frameworks conceive of the Divine in different ways, each theologian’s theological 
framework is not split from their practice of prayer, and the importance of prayer in 
clear—to remove the practice of prayer from their frameworks would unravel them. 
Prayer, in these examples of theological frameworks, cannot be split out without 
reference to the whole. 
The difference in how prayer functions as described in the theological education 
texts and the theologians’ frameworks raises the importance of exploring how prayer 
might function in theological education and specifically in the classroom if the practice of 
prayer is as integral as these theologians argue. 
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 Prayer in the theological classroom is a complex issue and raises questions in 
relation to prayer and pedagogy for which this chapter hopes to offer some ways forward. 
While there are many possible questions, four surface from the research: How might 
classroom pedagogy navigate the limitations of the academic paradigm? Is there a way 
beyond the theology/spirituality split? What are new approaches to classroom pedagogy 
which embrace a contemplative approach? And finally, can prayer and critical inquiry 
coexist? This chapter will offer proposals that weave together insights from Barth, 
Peterson and Suchocki, in conversation with voices from practical theology, spirituality, 
contemplative studies, and education. It will conclude with a preliminary vision for a 
contemplative pedagogical framework for the classroom. 
 
Answering the Academic Paradigm: Opening the Classroom 
Twenty-two years after Edward Farley wrote Theologia and ignited a renewed 
conversation on theological education, named the clerical paradigm, and offered a 
practical theological method for reflection on situations, he wrote “Four Pedagogical 
Mistakes: A Mea Culpa.”1 He argues that the theological pedagogies in which he was 
trained and with which he taught “foster[ed] a deep rift between theology as an academic 
or scholarly discipline…and the situations and interests of students.”2 He continues: 
“Accordingly, theology recede[d] from the present and future of students including future 
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clergy, having little to do with their religious life or career.”3 He notes four mistakes: a 
field-centric focus on theology as an academic discipline, which did not take into account 
students’ use of the material; an exclusive focus on theological skill, the interpretation of 
texts; a focus on teaching doctrines, rather than on teaching a method of interpreting 
situations; and isolating theology from the contextualizing influences of feminist 
theology and others, which critiqued the privileged academic paradigm of the day.4 
Farley argues that theological pedagogy must be one of “contemplation, 
reflection, and thinking…[ordering] methods, texts, and doctrines to that.”5 Farley does 
not mention prayer, nor does he offer what this theologically-ordered pedagogy might 
look like, but he does suggest that “[i]n a Christian setting contemplation or theological 
thinking faces the rigors involved in thinking of, from, and under the Gospel, and as it 
thinks from, toward, and in situations and contexts.”6 To practice this thinking, the texts 
of the tradition and the articulated doctrines cease to be the end goal, but theology’s 
“perspective-determining contents and utilities.”7 The texts are engaged as part of “the 
thinking life of faith under the Gospel,…passionately concerned with the world and with 
the motifs of that Gospel.”8 Farley’s pedagogical mea culpa, even after two decades of 
leading the conversation on the renewal of theological education, evidences the pervasive 
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influence of the academic paradigm and the on-going need to move into more integrative 
pedagogical approaches.  
In the analysis of the theologians’ frameworks and practice of prayer, a dynamic 
reveals itself which suggests a way toward integration. Barth, Peterson, and Suchocki 
each describe a movement from third person critical inquiry to first person reflection to 
second person prayerful dialogue. The movement from third person to second person is 
best exemplified by both Barth and Peterson’s reference to Anselm’s argument for the 
existence of God, written first as the Monologion, a treatise about God, and then 
rewritten as the Proslogion, a theological prayer to God. This dynamic also reveals itself 
as Barth describes the pastor-theologian’s work in theology (about God) as sourced in 
prayer (to and with God).  
Peterson and Suchocki reveal the dynamic most clearly in the transparency of 
their first person reflections on their own lives of practice and belief. Woven throughout 
Peterson’s understanding of his pastoral role and personal responsibilities, he brings his 
theological understanding of who God is into conversation with his experience and 
practice of prayer. Suchocki explores a similar dynamic as she raises the key question, 
that if the universe really functions as her understanding of process theology suggests, 
then it means something for her own practice of prayer, both is being open to God’s 
wooing, and open to releasing unforgiveness toward people. 
This dynamic between critical inquiry, personal reflection, and prayerful dialogue 
suggests an exciting way to approach pedagogy in the theological classroom. As Farley 
argues in his mea culpa, focusing only on the traditional methods of academic inquiry is 
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not enough for ministerial training. However, neither is dismissing the importance of 
third person critical inquiry. The key is practicing each mode of attentive inquiry—first, 
second, and third person—as the theologians exemplify in their own theological 
frameworks, and as the Educating Clergy study suggests through their positive examples 
of prayer functioning in the classroom. Barth, Peterson, and Suchocki not only offer 
examples of the dynamic functioning, they can invite their readers into the dynamic, 
apprenticing the ministerial student, and suggest that what is perceived as academic 
theology can in fact be mined for how theologians personally navigate their theological 
frameworks and practices of prayer (interaction with the Divine). This modelling can be 
critical for students’ exploration of their own frameworks and practice—offering ways 
forward. In addition, the dynamic can be intentionally practiced in the pedagogy of the 
classroom as we will explore in this chapter. 
 
Answering the Theology/Spirituality Split: Integrated Contemplative Reading 
Practical theologian David Tracy calls for “a theological correlation with the 
aesthetic, the contemplative-metaphysical and the several spiritual traditions of 
Christianity”9 just as there has been a correlation with the social sciences, ethics, and 
politics.10 He observes that practical theologies that emphasize ethics and politics are 
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justice-oriented, whereas love is the focus in contemplative and aesthetic theologies.11 
Tracy argues that there is a connection between love and justice, prophetic action and 
contemplative practice. He writes: 
All of us have experienced in everyday life our own revelatory events, our 
own happenings, our own manifestations, visions and gifts. Most human 
beings, at one time or another, are en-gifted to fall in love with another 
person…At the very same time that love empowers an ever increasing and 
disclosive clarity, the beloved seems ever more mysterious. Love, like 
theology, is both cataphatic and apophatic—ever greater understanding, ever 
greater mystery.12 
Tracy suggests that practical theologians, the “non-prophets, non-mystics and 
non-saints can learn from the texts and lives of these exceptional ones: the prophets, 
witnesses, saints and mystics…[they suggest] ‘something more’…than what we presently 
think possible.”13 He argues that practical theologians should look for those “godly” 
people (not just those officially named as saints) and pay attention to them, study them,14 
to trace the “hints and guesses”15 toward the “something more.”16 Tracy writes: 
All these fragments give hope: the hope, above all, that if we learn to listen 
to these hints and use our best reason to understand them (as in all good 
practical theology) we may yet sense a way to help ourselves and our 
contemporaries to name God again in our everyday lives aided by the 
concrete “hints and guesses” all around us and present with great clarity in 
the great works of art.17 
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However, what Tracy is seeing in lives and texts designated as mystical-contemplative 
may not be limited to mystics and contemplatives. It may only be limited by his 
understanding of those terms.  
Mystic came to designate a person with a particular and rare affective experience 
of the Divine,18 while contemplative came to designate a religious life focused on 
interiority and seclusion, over an active life in the world. This was not always the case. 
Spirituality scholar and historian Philip Sheldrake argues that mysticism 
originally referred to the “hidden face of God” where “the believer is brought to the 
frontiers of language or conceptual thinking and to the edge of mystery – a Mystery 
which is, none the less, intensely present.”19 
Contemplative educator Maria Lichtmann defines contemplative from the Latin, 
templum, “referring to the space in the sky or the earth set off for reading omens, or to a 
tempus or segment of time. Contemplation meant seeing into the temple and using its 
template to see sanctified space everywhere.”20 She connects the Latin contemplatio with 
the Greek word theologia, seeing God in the Temple directly, and theoria, a participatory 
seeing of the world in God.21 Lichtmann also contrasts contemplative attention with 
consumerist attention; the former gazes with love, drawing upon Thomas Aquinas’ 
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understanding of contemplation as “connection to the other that begins and ends in 
love,”22 whereas consumerist attention consumes possessively what is looked at.23  
Another voice in this conversation, activist and mystic Simone Weil, makes the 
argument that any practice of attentive focus—geometry problems, for instance--
exercises the same faculty which would allow for a person to be attentive to prayer 
(mystical-contemplative) and ultimately offer loving attention to the human in need 
before them (prophetic-justice).24 Her observation and intuition is borne out by 
neuroscientific understandings of attention as a muscle that can be strengthened with 
deliberate practice25--not only by exceptional saints, mystics and prophets, but by anyone 
with interest.  
 Redefining mystic as one who searches out the Mystery, and contemplative as 
loving attentiveness to God in the world, and the world in God, opens these terms to 
include scholars, practical theologians such as David Tracy, and theologians such as Karl 
Barth, Eugene Peterson, and Marjorie Suchocki.26 
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Tracy also makes a case that texts of previous eras written by “ancients and 
medieval philosophers and theologians in Western cultures”27 as well as texts from other 
traditions, such as Buddhism, are difficult for moderns to read because theory and 
practice are not split, and such a split would be unthinkable for these ancients, and 
compromise the integrity of the theology or philosophy they had crafted.28 However, this 
implies two things: that modern theological texts evidence this split in themselves, and 
that it is actually possible for theory and practice to be split in concrete situations, i.e., the 
life and thought of the theologian.  
Anglican theologian Mark McIntosh, offers a theological hermeneutic for the 
reading of Christian texts classified as mystical. He argues that these texts are deeply 
theological,29  but are read for the author’s description of their spiritual experience 
(focused on the mystic) rather than theological meaning (focused on God). He writes: 
“[S]pirituality…is inherently oriented towards discovery, towards new perceptions and 
new understandings of reality, and hence is intimately related to theology. Perhaps one 
might think initially in terms of encounter with God as the common ground of spirituality 
and theology: spirituality being the impression that this encounter makes in the 
transforming life of people, and theology being the expression that this encounter calls 
forth as people attempt to understand and speak of the encounter.”30 The mystic 
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embodied the experience of the encounter with God, and expressed more about who this 
God is in this encounter, than who they are.31 
Recalling the image already mentioned of the astrometric binary star system,32 
astronomers can extrapolate information about the black hole by its effect on its star 
partner. Gravitational wobbles and other phenomena point to the black hole’s existence. 
McIntosh draws upon Balthasar’s understanding of a saint as one whose very life 
embodied encounter with God, and attending to the saint’s life tells the reader about the 
One whom they encountered.33 McIntosh argues that those deemed spiritual writers, the 
mystics, and their texts can be read attending to the gravitational force of God’s 
influence, so as to map the theological contours of their encounter with God.34  
The texts of Barth, Peterson, and Suchocki evidence this Divine gravitational pull. 
Their textual shifts between third person objective inquiry, first person reflection, and 
second person prayer offer a clear statement about the relationship between prayer and 
theology: Prayer is constitutive of an intimate human-Divine relationship. Barth, 
Peterson, and Suchocki conceive of God and the human-divine relationship differently, 
yet intimacy permeates each description. While the study of their texts offer insight into 
the different ways each theologian integrated prayer and theology through decades of 
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reflection, they also offer an apprenticeship for students in theological prayer and 
prayerful theology.  
In his Christocentric approach, Barth perceives prayer as a union between 
humanity and Jesus Christ. Jesus stands as both the one who makes it possible for 
humanity to speak to God, and is God’s response to humanity’s prayer. God is the one 
who hears. In Barth’s theology all agency is with God, but God gives freedom for 
humanity to pray, and prayer is especially important for the theologian-pastor who is 
called to question and doubt. Prayer is Sabbath-rest and the theologian-pastor is called to 
shift from the work of critical inquiry into prayer. One can imagine Barth wrestling with 
a challenging theological issue, and then shifting, like Anselm’s monologion to 
proslogion, and addressing God directly.35 
Congruent with his pastoral vocation and concerns, Peterson connects the intimate 
of language of prayer with the language of human intimacy. To learn one is to learn the 
other, making prayer language no different from the language of quotidian life. In light of 
his critiques of US consumerist culture and the challenges of the ministerial vocation, the 
depth of relationship with God and others requires regular practice: daily psalm prayers, 
Sunday worship, and prayer through-out the day to learn the language of intimacy. 
Suchocki brings her Wesleyan tradition and normative texts into conversation 
with the relational understanding of the philosophy of Alfred North Whitehead. Intimacy 
envelops the entire cosmos in God, and God with the cosmos. Very different from Barth 
                                                     
35 Barth, Evangelical Theology, 164-165. 
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and Peterson’s Reformed understanding of God’s sovereignty, and more inclusive than 
Barth’s limits on who can pray, Suchocki views the act of prayer as an act of openness 
for the possibilities of God’s reign. Prayer changes the world by changing first the person 
who prays, which then changes the trajectory of the world—one person at a time, one 
step closer toward the realization of God’s redemption.  
 Practical theological approaches argue that practice is theory-laden, and theory is 
informed by practice, which would suggest that the perceived theology/spirituality split is 
not necessarily in the theological text, but in the reader reading a split into the text due to 
her or his own interpretive framework. Don Browning speaks to this dynamic: “We both 
make discoveries through the lens of our metaphorical models and learn to see and 
perceive the world through these models. If this is the case, then the models that a 
particular discipline chooses to order its observation will limit its vision to what those 
models are able to account for and comprehend.”36 Is the current approach in theological 
education practicing our students into the split? 
Returning to Tracy’s description of the difficulty in reading earlier texts due to the 
modern proclivity of separating theory from practice, I would argue that in both Tracy 
and McIntosh’s perspectives, it is not the author who is split, but the reader. As McIntosh 
argues the importance of reading mystical texts for clues in understanding God 
theologically, I am arguing that theological texts can be read for how the theologian 
practices encounter with God, both implicitly and explicitly. A student needs to learn 
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how to read the texts as both “impression and expression,”37 to find the horizon line of 
encounter with the Divine, and explore how the encounter is lived in the concrete life of 
the theologian. Systematic theologian Matthew Ashley writes:  
I think we need to consider how the constellation of practices that makes up 
a given spirituality also influences those of its adherents who are 
theologians to be attentive to the world in a certain way, such that when they 
attempt to articulate this presence in systematic theological language they 
draw on the store of religious symbols, concepts and theologies handed 
down to them in correspondingly selective ways.38 
A clear place to begin this exploration—as this dissertation has shown--would be in the 
theologian’s own understanding and practice of prayer, through a close reading of her 
theological framework--as a way into mapping the particularities of her encounter with 
God and the practice that comprises that encounter. 
Pedagogically, this is important in the context of theological education because it 
brings theological frameworks and the practice of prayer together. If the classroom has 
traditionally focused on 3rd person objective inquiry, this adds the 2nd person dynamic—
the place of encounter between theologian and God as evidenced in the text. It gives the 
student a way of exploring different theological frameworks and the practice of prayer 
that functions within them as a way to critically explore their own frameworks and 
practice of prayer. It offers a space to pay attention specifically to the effects of the 
Divine gravitational pull on the life and theological framework of the theologian. 
 
                                                     
37 McIntosh, 6. 
38 Matthew Ashley, “The Turn to Spirituality? The Relationship between Theology and 
Spirituality,” in Minding the Spirit, 164. 
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Answering Traditional Classroom Pedagogy: Contemplative Attention 
Pedagogically, this discussion of contemplative practice connects with a wider 
conversation and movement in higher education encouraging the introduction of first 
person introspection and second person intersubjective exercises into the classroom, 
seeking to explore new (and old) ways of deepening academic learning.39  
 This contemplative pedagogical movement has been slowly gaining momentum 
since 1995 when Daniel P. Barbezat, Economics professor at Amherst College, and 
Mirabai Bush, contemplative educator and author started the Center for Contemplative 
Mind in Society.  In the years since, there have been national and international 
conferences at Smith College and Amherst College through the Association for 
Contemplative Mind in Higher Education; creation of centers of study at universities 
(Brown University and University of Michigan) and the founding of universities 
committed to using these practices in every field of study (such as Naropa University);  
grant-funding for faculty to explore contemplative practice and pedagogy; and the 
building of a body of literature on contemplative practices in academic environments,  
including Contemplative Practices in Higher Education by Daniel P. Barbezat and 
Mirabai Bush, which explores the basics of contemplative pedagogy, and Contemplative 
Learning and Inquiry Across Disciplines, edited by Olen Gunnlaugson, Edward W. 
Sarath, Charles Scott, and Heesoon Bai, gathering peer-reviewed articles on 
                                                     
39 Olen Gunnlaugson, Edward W. Sarath, Charles Scott, Heesoon Bai, Contemplative Learning 
and Inquiry Across Disciplines, (New York: Suny, 2014), 1. 
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Contemplative Studies as an academic discipline, areas of research, and directions for the 
future of the discipline.  
Contemplative Studies researchers often partner with neuroscientists in order to 
empirically study the effects of contemplative practice on persons and communities. The 
overwhelmingly positive results have supported the inclusion of these practices into 
curriculums and classroom pedagogies.40 These practices champion 1st person experience 
and reflection in the context of academic study, which has been almost exclusively 
focused on 3rd person objective inquiry. Contemplative studies are also exploring 2nd 
person inquiry--intersubjective engagement between persons and communities. However, 
this 2nd person inquiry does not, at this point, include engagement with God, or a concept 
of a Divine Other, due to a non-dualistic framework embraced by many of these 
contemplative educators. 
Reading the key literature in this new field, I find it is struggling with conceptual 
questions which have already been explored in the field of practical theology, such as the 
nature of practice with regards to its theoretical frameworks. While the conversation does 
include concepts and practices from a variety of what Contemplative Studies refers to as 
wisdom traditions--Buddhist, Muslim, Jewish, Christian--Buddhist interpretive 
frameworks and practice are privileged, and often without awareness of the theory-laden 
                                                     
40 Fran Grace offers a list of the studies and benefits, see Fran Grace, “Learning as a Path, Not a 
Goal: Contemplative Pedagogy – Its Principles and Practices,” Teaching Theology and Religion, Vol. 14, 
Issue 2, April 2011, 
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nature of practice. Fran Grace, professor of Religious Studies at the University of the 
Redlands and a key voice in contemplative studies, writes:  
I am not a particularly religious person and my understanding of 
contemplative pedagogy is that it has nothing to do with religion or religious 
practice or even religious studies as a discipline… Contemplative methods 
do not teach, encourage, or require students to become religious or adopt a 
particular worldview or faith commitment. Rather, contemplative methods 
unlock the innate yet often unexplored capacity for intuitive knowledge, 
expanded consciousness, unconditional compassion for self and others, 
appreciation for beauty, and creative fulfillment. Religion may point to the 
Sacred but the Sacred exists apart from religion…Such contemplative 
exercises do not aim at religious development but at the cultivation of 
human awareness.41 
Yet, the majority of her contemplative studies pedagogical framework and curriculum 
draws exclusively from Buddhist frameworks and sources.42 She argues:  
[W]hen I teach meditation methods which have been developed within a 
particular tradition (for example, Buddhist tonglen meditation43), students 
read about the method from teacher or sage within that tradition, and we 
may have a practitioner come to class to give us the religious and communal 
context of the practice. And I do not personally teach a meditation method 
associated with a religious tradition unless I have received a transmission to 
do so from a verified teacher (in this lifetime or a previous one). However, 
at the end of the day, my teaching approach emphasizes the common aim of 
inner methods over and above their particularities of “origin.”44  
Other voices in the field are more aware of the theory-laden nature of practice, 
and question the possibility or wisdom of stripping specific contemplative practices from 
                                                     
41 Fran Grace, “Frequently Asked Questions,” 169. 
42 Ibid. 
43 A meditation practice where the meditator breathes in while visualizing taking in the world’s 
suffering, and then breathes out and visualizes breathing out compassion. 
44 Ibid., 171. 
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their religious frameworks. Judith Simmer-Brown, Buddhist scholar and professor of 
Religious Studies at Naropa University, writes:  
In order to avoid the charge of cultural appropriation, contemplative 
practices must be presented in context, showing the religious traditions in 
which they originated, with information about key figures, sacred texts, 
belief systems, and traditions of practice. This strategy is especially suited to 
the religious studies or theology classroom in higher education. Given our 
scholarly responsibility, it is not acceptable to introduce practices from 
religious traditions without this kind of education.45   
Louis Komjathy, Daoist scholar and professor of Religious Studies at the University of 
San Diego, also argues: 
In the case of more modern practices, one may trace the intellectual 
genealogies of the practices, most of which derive from various religious 
traditions. Another approach involves avoiding “cafeteria-“ or “buffet-style 
courses” that employ spiritual wine-tasting and tourism. One must be 
vigilant not to reduce contemplative practice to technique, with the 
corresponding idea that, for example, zazen stripped of an informing Zen 
Buddhist worldview remains “Buddhist meditation.” To use techniques 
derived from a religious tradition, but removed from a religious community 
and context involves reconceptualization.46 
Even with these caveats, Contemplative Studies scholars make the argument that 
practices can be done without belief and can be empirically tested by the student to see 
the results. The challenge to this view is that an activity is still done from within a 
specific interpretive framework, even if all ties to its original framework are severed. 
There is also the issue of results—if a practice is empirically tested and results are 
positive, then the framework within which it operates may be validated as well. If a 
student practices mindfulness meditation and find that it helps reduce stress, continued 
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practice could validate the underlying interpretive framework within which the practice 
functions. While it may be possible to sever the activity from the framework, this is not 
what Fran Grace and others are doing. They are using Buddhist frameworks to 
understand the practice of mindfulness, and therefore, the Buddhist framework informs 
the practice, as the practice habituates the practitioner into the framework of 
interpretation. This in itself is not a problem, when done explicitly—a good reminder for 
theological education contexts as well. 
The positive contribution that Contemplative Studies offers to this conversation 
on pedagogy is a helpful way of naming and discussing the practices that are occurring in 
the classroom. The ubiquitous objective approach to research and learning is considered 
3rd person inquiry, bracketing away the 1st person experience when engaging the material. 
Contemplative Studies focus predominately on 1st person introspection in and outside of 
the classroom as a way of engaging the student in reflecting on their engagement with the 
content and the process of learning. This mode of engagement allows for more ways of 
learning to be tapped: “cognitively, somatically, aesthetically, emotionally, and 
spiritually.”47 Arthur Zajonc, contemplative educator and Physics professor at Amherst 
College, writes:  
The university is well-practiced at educating the mind for critical reasoning, 
critical writing and critical speaking as well as for scientific and quantitative 
analysis. But is this sufficient? In a world beset with conflicts, internal as 
well as external, isn’t it of equal if not greater importance to balance the 
sharpening of our intellects with the systematic cultivation of our hearts.48 
                                                     
47 Gunnlaugson et al., Contemplative Learning and Inquiry Across Disciplines, 5. 
48 Barzebat and Bush, Contemplative Practices in Higher Education, xii. 
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Zajonc is currently working out a contemplative epistemology based on love. His work is 
representative of the transformational nature of the Contemplative Studies movement, 
which, while centered on bringing 1st person introspective activities into the classroom, is 
focused on both the transformation of the person and society. This is public-focused 
endeavor: “Personal introspection and contemplation reveal our inextricable connection 
to each other, opening the heart and mind to true community, deeper insight, sustainable 
living, and a more just society.”49   
If one activity within the framework of Contemplative Studies practice takes 
precedence, it is the cultivation of attention. Attentiveness is “a key element in solving 
any problem.”50 The capacity of the human brain to give a topic of study “sustained 
voluntary attention”51 is strengthened by contemplative activities, predominately 
mindfulness meditation on a simple focus such as the breath or an object. This focus on 
attention resonates with Simone Weil’s argument for the practice of study—sustained 
attention on any problem, such as in math, even a problem that is unsolved or solved 
incorrectly—trains the attention.52 For Weil, this attention ultimately trains a person for 
prayer and for giving attentive love to a person in need.53 William James writes: “The 
                                                     
49 Barzebat and Bush, xv. Reflecting as a practical theologian, I am struck by Barzebat’s use of 
“true community” and a “more just society” and wonder at the frameworks which underpin Barzebat’s 
conceptions. 
50 Ibid., 12. 
51 Gunnlaugson et al., Contemplative Inquiry and Learning Across Disciplines, 21. 
52 Simone Weil, “Right Use of School Studies,” 58. 
53 Weil, 65. Weil writes, “So it comes about that, paradoxical as it may seem, a Latin prose or a 
geometry problem, even though they are done wrong, may be of great service one day, provided we devote 
the right kind of effort to them. Should the occasion arise, they can one day make us better able to give 
someone in affliction exactly the help required to save him, and the supreme moment of his need.” 
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faculty of voluntarily bringing back a wandering attention, over and over again, is the 
very root of judgment, character, and will…An education which should improve this 
faculty would be the education par excellence. But it is easier to define this ideal than to 
give practical directions for bringing it about.”54 Attention wanders, and it is in the 
consistent practice of bringing attention back from wandering to a focus that exercises the 
capacity to attend for longer periods of time.  
Attention is a neurological skill, strengthened with use, or lost in practiced 
distraction. John Medina, University of Washington professor of Bioengineering, argues 
that “a great deal of the brain is hard-wired not to be hard-wired.”55 Neuroplasticity is one 
of the most important conclusions of recent brain research: the human brain is flexible, 
learning what it practices. This is good for learning new skills and knowledge; but it also 
allows it to learn skills that undermine its ability for sustained attention. 
The brain is continuously making and unmaking connections. Medina uses the 
analogy of a school campus with just grass, no sidewalks, between the buildings. After a 
few weeks of the students walking to class, the quickest network of connections between 
the buildings would be revealed by their foot paths. Short-term, or working memory, are 
the paths created as the brain learns and has new experiences; when the paths are made 
                                                     
54 Gunnlaugson et al., Contemplative Inquiry and Learning Across Disciplines, quoting William 
James, 21. 
55 John Medina, Brain Rules, (Seattle: Pear Press, 2008), 61. 
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into concrete sidewalks, the learning becomes part of long-term memory—using the same 
initial neural paths.56  
As Tracy and Weil state in different ways, sustained attention is a crucial aspect 
of reflection, and as in Medina’s image, a practice of sustained attention requires repeated 
practice to become a habit.  However the current technological environment in the US 
lends itself to a formation in distraction, which makes the setting down of neural 
pathways (memory and learning) for students (and educators) more challenging.  
The answer is to practice the skills necessary for sustained attention alongside the 
skills necessary for using the internet, and the many other technological tools, which 
compete for attention resources. The challenge is that the classroom may be one of the 
few locations a student is given the time and space to practice this sustained attention 
deliberately. 
Sustained attention is not the only necessity for research and creative insight.57 
Zajonc pairs sustained voluntary attention with the ability to intentionally “let go” of 
attention58 or to hold it lightly, called open monitoring.59 It is a two-phase oscillation or 
rhythm of engagement, where the person intentionally focuses and then intentionally 
opens to a “receptive mental state.”60 In this receptive space, creative connections are 
more likely to be made as neural communication widens from a pinpoint focus to a 
                                                     
56 Ibid., 112. 
57 Gunnlaugson et al., Contemplative Inquiry and Learning Across Disciplines, 24. 
58 Barbezat and Bush, Contemplative Practices in Higher Education, 12. 
59 Gunnlaugson et al., Contemplative Inquiry and Learning Across Disciplines, 24. 
60 Ibid., 25. 
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relaxed openness to intuitive connections. This oscillation offers resonance with both 
Barth’s understanding of the work of theology and the Sabbath rest of prayer,61 and 
Peterson’s understanding of a weekly rhythm of work and Sabbath.62 
The important work of Contemplative Studies bringing other modes of attentive 
inquiry into higher education can help inform the role of practice in the theological 
education classroom. It highlights the importance of cultivating sustained attention, a 
skill that would support the close, contemplative reading of theological texts, as well as 
contexts, situations, and practices. Bringing the field of practical theology into 
conversation with Contemplative Studies offers a helpful corrective with practical 
theology’s understanding of practice as theory-laden, and that activities in the classroom 
are not divorced from interpretive frameworks. Practical theology also offers the 
additional opportunity to explore 2nd person inquiry from a specifically Christian 
framework, which allows for engaging a Divine Other.63 
   
Answering Concerns about Classroom Practice: Critical Prayerful Engagement 
As noted in chapter one, spirituality scholar Sandra Schneiders expresses concern 
over practices in the classroom. Schneiders argues that, while it is appropriate in 
                                                     
61 Barth, Evangelical Theology, 162. 
62 Peterson, Working the Angles, 69. 
63 A bridge voice in the conversation of contemplative practices is Quaker educator Parker Palmer. 
Author of classic texts on education, The Courage to Teach and To Know as We are Known, he has 
recently partnered with Arthur Zajonc in exploring renewal in higher education and integrative education. 
See Parker J. Palmer and Arthur Zajonc with Megan Scribner, The Heart of Higher Education, (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2010.) 
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ministerial education for classroom practice, there is still a concern that practices of 
introspection and other self-implicating activities may lack critical reflection. In light of 
this concern, it is important to consider how 2nd person engagement with the Divine and 
3rd person objective inquiry might be mutually informing practices. 
This project has already considered how theology and prayer are connected in the 
theological writings of Barth, Peterson, and Suchocki. But how should that engagement 
be critiqued? In making space for engaging the Divine, students and educators may (and 
no doubt will) need to let go of preconceptions, prejudices, and unhealthful images which 
can impact all three modes of attentive inquiry—objective, intersubjective, and 
introspective—and then submit the fruits of their engagement to critical reflection.  
Edward Farley offers a way to critically reflect on what he calls the idolatry that is 
inherent in religious systems, and to find the prophetic seeds which exist in the same 
system for idolatry’s undoing. For Farley, the moment that persons or communities put 
into language “God and the things of God in order to confess, believe, teach, or 
preach,”64  they “finitize”65 God, which Farley argues, is unavoidable idolatry.  
Theology has three tasks, according to Farley: a confessional task which provides 
an articulation of the faith’s beliefs; a transformative task which works to change systems 
of injustice and provide empowerment from the tradition; and a critical task, which 
acknowledges the finitizing nature of theological language, and the idolatry it engenders, 
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and seeks to critique itself.66 Popular religion is faith “as it is experienced, felt, or acted 
on by individual members of the religious community.”67 Members of popular religion 
have features:68 a concrete social particularity, where they live out their faith; natural 
egocentrism, where they seek their own good and survival; world construction, a 
particular vision of the world so that “religious individuals do not just believe in God but 
also in the framework by which God was interpreted to them, the constructed world of 
the community, a cosmos within or above the cosmos of the sciences;”69 religious 
certainty, which engenders a commitment and is lived out in practices;70 and the principle 
of identity, which equates the teachings of the community, text, and practices as “what 
God wills” or having divine status.71  
Finitizing the things of God into human language and practices, paired with the 
principle of identity, can make (Farley would say, does make) idolatrous the very things 
and actions which are to bring persons and communities closer to their understanding of 
God.72 It is not malicious idolatry, which is placing something such as “self, nation, race, 
corporation or…religion”73 as absolute, but it can become so if the seeds of prophetic 
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70 Ibid., 48. 
71 Ibid., 49. 
72 Ibid. 
73 Ibid., 50. 
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criticism which are in the tradition do not function.74 The critique functions when the 
language of popular religion is acknowledged as metaphorical, requiring qualification.75 
This short-circuits the principle of identity which equates tradition, practice and beliefs 
with “what God wills.”76 The central task of practical theology, Farley argues, is the 
“prophetic and linguistic critique of popular religion.”77 This task “confronts the principle 
of identity and subjects all literalizing, finitizing, and cosmologizing tendencies to Gospel 
and to the mystery of God.”78 
Into a theological classroom, students bring a variety of interpretive frameworks, 
what Farley would call popular religion, and the task is to bring students to an awareness 
of the limits of knowledge and language. As T.S. Eliot writes, words “crack and 
sometimes break, under the burden, under the tension, slip, slide, perish, decay with 
imprecision, will not stay in place, will not stay still.”79 
Farley’s critique of idolatry is strong, but it is not new. Fifth century Syrian 
theologian Pseudo-Dionysius articulated a process for naming God, unnaming God, and 
going beyond the name, a cataphatic/apophatic process that allowed names for God to be 
useful, but remain provisional.80 At some point in theological descriptions and 
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78 Ibid., 57. 
79 T.S. Eliot, Burnt Norton. 
80 See Pseudo-Dionysius, Divine Names and Mystical Theology. 
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reflections, we reach the horizon of our knowledge and must live beyond the edge of our 
certainties, letting them go so that they do not become idols, but invitations into the wider 
reality, into Mystery. The dynamic oscillation between what is perceived to be known 
and what is unknown is best described visually, so that it can be taken in as a whole 
image existing in space and time: 
 
Human knowledge articulated into human words exists in the space of knowing. This 
includes anything that disciplines humanity into speech (widely defined) about the world 
and life. Theology from a human perspective lives in this space, the revelation into 
human language of the Gospel and it varied theological frameworks. As Farley warns, 
these can become idols, and may already be finitized the moment they are placed into 
human experience, words, memory, thought. Mark McIntosh argues that Pseudo-
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Dionysius used the biblical images as icons. 81 I would argue that human language and 
experience can also be approached as icons in the theological classroom, inviting deeper 
engagement with a wider reality. 
The challenge with Farley’s interpretation is that all of popular religion is judged 
as idolatrous. However, viewing the oscillation between the known and unknown through 
the lens of an icon allows human language for God and the things of God to be human, 
yet still limited. It allows language to become an invitation to deeper intimacy, as 
language functions in the prayer framework of Eugene Peterson. It allows human-limited 
knowing to be caught up in loving--a contemplative gaze. 
At the horizon between the known and the unknown live the artists, poets, pray-
ers, those on the margins whose lives point beyond the known to an unknown. This is the 
apophatic space, the place beyond human understanding. But the experience of this space 
is in the person who experiences it—it is embodied and even before put into language, it 
is put into human neurons, written into the very material of the person. Then the attempt 
at understanding begins. The mystics are not silent about their experiences; they know 
they have experienced the ineffable, but their speech, as McIntosh argues, is abundant.82  
In the space between or around the known and unknown is the space for 
reflection: reading the context, practice, text, saint’s life, or situation. All that is not 
known becomes an invitation to directly query Mystery. It is an unpredictable space, 
                                                     
81 McIntosh, Mystical Theology, using Paul Rorem’s reflection on images in Pseudo-Dionysius, 
54. 
82 Ibid., 100. 
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requiring the instructor to not shy away from her own fear of unknowing and uncertainty. 
As the Educating Clergy study found, students appreciate instructors modeling this 
engagement by being transparent about their own practice. Stephanie Paulsell writes: 
 Our curricula require that our students integrate academic work and field 
studies, the theoretical and the practical, the intellectual and the spiritual. 
But in many cases, we ask students to do what we ourselves have not yet 
done, or at least what we rarely speak about explicitly. If we are unable to 
embody such integration in our work as teachers and scholars, it will be all 
too easy for our students to regard their studies as a process of credentialing, 
a necessary interruption on the way to the real work of ministry, rather than 
an initiation into a lifelong process of receiving and responding to the world 
with attention that will make them better ministers.83 
The Mud Flower Collective notes this dynamic as well: “In the constructive task, the 
theologian, learner or teacher, cannot operate as though she is distanced from the truths 
she speaks. Something new cannot be discovered, revealed, or offered unless the 
discoverer owns up to what difference this discovery or insight makes in her or his life.”84 
Farley points to this dynamic in his process for interpreting situations. The fourth 
step describes a moment when the researcher perceives the situation as “God undergirds 
it, pervades its, … [and] lures it to its best possibilities.”85 This is not meant to be an 
uncritical vision of God nor an uncritical view of the situation, yet the “presence of the 
sacred and activity of the sacred in the situation” is acknowledged.86 Farley’s fifth step 
then seeks to discern redemptive possibilities and “theonomy” in the situation.87 This is 
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not advocating a specific activity of prayer, but a conscious openness to the unknown 
aspects of what is being explored—an openness to the limits of human descriptive and 
reflective capabilities, and to the mystery. The reflection here is less a “grasping” toward 
knowledge, but cultivating an openness to be embraced by knowledge.   
Letting go of idols and being open to the unknown are only the first two steps 
toward a. The third step is critical reflection on the fruit of the engagement. John 
Wesley’s quadrilateral could aid critical reflection in all three modes of attentive inquiry. 
Historically, the quadrilateral offers a relationship between four sources: Scripture, 
Reason, Tradition, and Experience.88 A tetrahedron89 best captures the multidimensional 
relationship and interplay between these sources:  
 
Experience is read with the lens of reason-tradition-scripture; just as scripture is 
read with the lens of experience-tradition-reason; and so on.  In classroom reflections on 
                                                     
88 See Gunter, Stephen W., Scott Jones, Ted A. Campbell, Rebekah L. Miles, Randy L. Maddox. 
Wesley and the Quadrilateral: Renewing the Conversation. Nashville: Abingdon, 1997.  
89 For another use of the tetrahedron (called a “prism”) see Patricia O’Connell Killen and John de Beer, The 
Art of Theological Reflection, (New York: Crossroad, 2004), 60. 
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situations, practices or theological frameworks, the four source model explicitly aids 
students and instructor in giving a balanced reflection on the topic, and helps them 
practice shifting between each of the source’s differing approaches. The flexibility of this 
model allows for students to self-identify what takes precedence in their personal and 
ecclesial frameworks. The four-source tetrahedron can visually capture the ramifications 
of prioritizing one to the exclusion of the others, helping students ask: What or who is 
missing? 
 
Envisioning a Practical Theological Pedagogical Framework 
 Quaker educator Parker Palmer argues that “[t]he most neglected reality in 
education is the reality of the present moment, of what is happening here and now in the 
classroom itself.”90 What happens in the course of a lecture or discussion or activity is not 
happening in a place isolated from the rest of the world, but is part of the world. What is 
modelled by and between the educator and students informs and forms situations and 
relationships outside of the classroom.91 
The Educating Clergy study suggests that a key aspect of pedagogies of formation 
is the educator’s transparency about their own engagement with practice, modeling for 
students how to live at the edge between expertise and on-going learning, as well as 
coaching them as they practice.92 An educator’s modeling practice can be a form of 
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92 Foster et al., 62, 94. See also Craig Dykstra, Reconceiving Practice, 50. 
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apprenticeship for students and encourage the repeated practice of shifting between third 
person objective inquiry, first person reflection, and second person engagement. Practical 
theologian Craig Dykstra argues for both the learning of practices from the inside and the 
need for mentors in the process of learning:  
[P]articipation in…practices, certainly participation at any significant level 
of depth and understanding, must be learned. We need more than just to be 
included in the practices. We need to come to understand them from the 
inside and to study and interpret carefully the realities we encounter through 
engagement in them. In order to learn them and learn in the context of them, 
we need others who are competent in these practices to help us: to be our 
models, mentors, teachers, and partners in practice. We need people who 
will include us in these practices as they themselves engaged in them and 
who will show us how to do what the practices require. We also need them 
to explain to us what these practices mean, what the reason, understandings, 
insights, and values embedded in them are. And we need them to lure us and 
press us beyond our current understandings of and competence in these 
practices, to the point where we together may extend and deepen the 
practices themselves.93 
Just as the texts of Barth, Peterson, and Suchocki can be explored for how a theologian 
navigates living theology, the classroom itself can be a similar space for exploration, 
coached by the instructor. 
The key is not focusing on specific prayer activities within the classroom (though 
they would be welcomed), but the creation of a flexible pedagogical framework that 
would invite students studying any of the theological disciplines into moments of 
engagement with their understanding of the Divine. This framework could work in 
tandem with the many frameworks brought into the classroom by the students, instructor, 
material, and wider context, and become a way of holding the space for this deeper 
                                                     
93 Dykstra, Reconceiving Practice, 50. 
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engagement. With such a framework, students and instructor could deliberately practice 
shifting from one mode of inquiry to another: critical reflection, introspection, and 
dialogue. Functioning like a trellis94 for the organic growth of learning in the classroom 
space, such a framework would welcome both the students and educator to intentionally 
bring differing theologies for understanding the Divine into the conversation; it would 
allow for a variety of practical theological methods; it would encourage explicit 
engagement with the particular emphases of denominational and ecclesial identities; and 
it would not impose a rigid method on reflection, acknowledging that the reflective 
process is dynamic, multivalent, and never simply one task. Most importantly, this 
framework allows for a clearly defined space for the practice of prayer to be engaged in 
the midst of theological reflection, teasing out explicitly the effects of engagement with 
the Divine Other. 
For this framework, I propose a modified version of lectio divina—the four-part 
method of reading scripture developed in the early Christian monastic centers. Lectio 
divina has enjoyed a renewal of interpretation and practice; it is entering into the 
vocabulary of Protestant contexts and finding wide usage and re-envisioning. Richard 
Foster helped ignite interest in the contemplative strand of Christian spiritual practices 
among Protestant evangelicals in The Celebration of Discipline.95 Evangelical theologian 
                                                     
94 Maria Lichtmann describes a monastic rule as a kind of trellis. I am borrowing her image for my 
pedagogical framework. 
95 Richard Foster, Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth, 1st ed, (San Francisco: 
Harper & Row, 1988).   
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Dallas Willard continued the cross-over of the practice in The Spirit of the Disciplines.96 
Don Postema, from the Reformed tradition, explores lectio divina in Space for God,97 as 
do Presbyterians Marjorie Thompson in Soul Feast,98 and Eugene Peterson in Eat this 
Book.99  
Lectio divina, adapted over the centuries and practiced in different contexts, 
integrates in its movements assiduous study and prayer. Much has already been written 
about the history of lectio divina and its recent rediscovery and reinterpretation,100 yet it 
would be helpful to explore one of its early descriptions by the twelfth century Carthusian 
monk, Guigo II. Guigo likens lectio divina to a meal: “Reading, as it were, puts food 
whole into the mouth, meditation chews it and breaks it up, prayer extracts its flavor, 
contemplation is the sweetness itself which gladdens and refreshes.”101  
While spirituality scholar Sandra Schneiders dismisses lectio divina as a way to 
reconnect the split between theology and spirituality,102 contemplative educator Maria 
Lichtmann draws upon lectio divina directly as her pattern for teaching, tying it closely to 
                                                     
96 Dallas Willard, The Spirit of the Disciplines, (Carol Stream: Tyndale House, 1997). 
97 Don Postema, Space for God, (Faith Alive Christian Resources, 1997). 
98 Marjorie Thompson, Soul Feast, (Westminster John Knox, 2005). 
99 Eugene Peterson, Eat this Book, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2006). 
100 See M. Basil Pennington, Lectio Divina: Renewing the Ancient Practice of Praying the 
Scriptures, (New York: Crossroad, 1998); Raymond Studzinski, OSB, Reading to Live: The Evolving 
Practice of Lectio Divina, (Collegeville: Liturgical Press/Cistercian Publications, 2009). 
101 Guigo II, Ladder of Monks and Twelve Meditations, Translated and with an introduction by 
Edmund Colledge, OSA and James Walsh, SJ, (Kalamazoo: Cistercian Publications, 1979), 69. 
102 Schneiders, Study of Christian Spirituality, 19 
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the monastic understanding of the practice.103 Spirituality scholar Elizabeth Liebert offers 
a pastoral hermeneutical circle with four movements that has resonance with lectio 
divina, but she does not claim the monastic practice as her inspiration.104 While her 
model offers a specific space for prayer in theological reflection, it envisions the process 
as a continuous circle, losing the important interconnections between the steps. Further, 
neither Lichtmann’s nor Liebert’s models differentiate between first, second, and third 
person inquiries.105 
Finding a middle ground, I argue that the flow and four spaces of lectio divina, re-
envisioned, can offer a heuristic that explicitly gives space to descriptive and critical 
analysis with prayerful openness to the presence and activity of God—a contemplative 
practical theological framework: 
                                                     
103 Lichtmann, The Teacher’s Way. Lichtmann renames the four areas: Attention, Reflection, 
Receptivity, and Transformation. 
104 Liebert, “The Role of Practice in the Study of Christian Spirituality,” Minding the spirit: The 
Study of Christian Spirituality, Elizabeth Dreyer and Mark Burrows, eds., (Baltimore: The John Hopkins 
University Press, 2005), 83. For other examples of theological reflection models, see Killen and de Beer, 
The Art of Theological Reflection, (New York: Crossroads, 2004), Howard Stone and James Duke, How to 
Think Theologically, (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2006), and James D. Whitehead and Evelyn Eaton 
Whitehead, Method in Ministry, (Lanham: Sheed and Ward, 1995). While these are classic and excellent 
texts on methods for theological reflection, they are do not offer clear relationships between first, second, 
and third person attentive inquires. However, they could easily be used as resources for reflection within 
the larger, flexible framework I’m suggesting. 
105 Ibid. 
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Rather than a step-by-step list, flow chart or circle, the tetrahedron works best for visually 
capturing the dynamic nature of the four-space framework. Imaged in three dimensions, 
each space or practice-area is not cut off from the other areas of practice, and in fact, 
move back and forth, flexibly drawing on aspects from each throughout the reflective 
process. 
Transformation is not imaged here as a separate space.106 The tetrahedron exists 
in three dimensions of space, but human existence includes a fourth dimension: time. 
Time is experienced but unseen. Transformation is in the continuous time-bound living 
out of this framework. As Suchocki argues that prayer changes the world in some way 
because it changes the person who prays, working out of this framework in a theological 
                                                     
106 Lichtmann and Liebert both make transformation their fourth movement. The challenge is that 
this separates transformation from the other three movements, whereas in my framework, transformation 
can happen at any one of the four movements. 
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classroom could, over time, lead to transformation: new knowledge, perceptions, 
connections, actions.  
 
Read 
Edward Farley argues that the first task of interpreting a situation is to “read” it in 
all its complexity.107 In this beginning space, the work of practical theology attends to the 
specific text, context, situation, or practice that is the focus of theological reflection. The 
key task of this space is creating a “thick description,” bringing to bear all that the social 
sciences, hard sciences, arts, music, and humanities can tell about the focus of study. This 
is the realm of third person inquiry, but it moves beyond the stance of perceived 
objectivity and approaches what is investigated contemplatively, rather than 
consumptively. David Tracy writes: 
[L]earning anything really well—any genuinely painstaking work of 
                                                     
107 Farley, Interpreting Situations, 39. 
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scholarship or any careful attention to learning another language well, for 
example—takes us immediately out of ourselves to a different kind of call 
and demand. That call is to a sense of objectivity developed through 
paying virtuous attention to particular realities outside ourselves…Above 
all, we can cultivate moments of tact, silence, and attentiveness to the 
world outside ourselves as ways of decreasing our natural egoism. We can 
learn to pay attention in nature and in scientific inquiry to the image of 
certain necessities. Such careful attentiveness to nature can help exhibit 
the futility of selfish purposes.108 
Theologian Stephanie Paulsell argues that “through making ourselves wholly 
available to something outside of ourselves, we hone our faculty of attention, without 
which we can neither pray nor be present to those who suffer.”109 This is a different way 
of considering third-person inquiry, so that “the much-maligned ‘objective stance’ of the 
scholar might be practiced less as a way of avoiding one’s own particularity and more as 
a moral act of submitting oneself to something outside of oneself, an act not of mastery 
but of humility.”110 This is a call to love the subject of inquiry—be it a situation, context, 
practice, place, text, person, and anything else in creation—and look at it with a 
contemplative gaze.  
This space invites one or more of the many approaches to practical theology.111 
Practical theology “takes context seriously…Just as there is no Christian education or 
pastoral care in the abstract, practical theologians generally involve real-life situations 
                                                     
108 Tracy, "Traditions of Spiritual Practice and the Practice of Theology," Theology Today 55, no. 
2 (July 1, 1998), 240. 
109 Stephanie Paulsell, “Spiritual Formation and Intellectual Work in Theological Education,” 
Theology Today, 230. 
110 Paulsell, 232. 
111 Kathleen A. Cahalan, Gordon S. Mikoski, Open the Field of Practical Theology: An 
Introduction, (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2014). This book articulates the emphases and approaches 
of many who identify as practical theologians. 
 238 
 
and ‘facts on the ground.’”112 Here, empirical study has a place to observe what or who is 
being explored as closely as possible, but more and more, includes other ways of 
knowing: holistic, embodied, intuitive, imaginative, and relational.113  
In order to do this, cultivating skills in sustained attention are necessary, whether 
through mindfulness meditation, silence, or some other activity whose intention is to train 
attention. Sustained attention is necessary to drop below the immediately given 
particulars of the situation to read the deeper layers, without foreclosing too soon into 
interpretation or judgment. The text, context, situation, or practice is read as deeply as 
possible, and remains a centering point for the reflective process.  
 
Reflect 
The second space is that of rigorous reflection. Here, the primary focus is on the 
interplay between the 3rd person objective inquiry and the 1st person reflection involved 
                                                     
112 Ibid. 
113 Ibid. 
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in that inquiry. While reading focuses the attention on the subject of exploration, this 
space acknowledges the role of the one who reads and the on-going oscillation between 
reading and reflecting.  
As already mentioned, an activity supporting both reading and reflecting is 
Wesley’s quadrilateral.114 The quadrilateral offers a relationship between four sources: 
Scripture, Reason, Tradition, and Experience.  
 
Dialogue and Divine Engagement 
No matter how thick the description and how deep the reflection, the known 
crosses into the unknown. Orthodox theologian Andrew Louth writes, “At the heart of 
human existence is mystery.”115 Cultivating dialogue, with others and ultimately with the 
                                                     
114 See Stephen W. Gunter, Scott Jones, Ted A. Campbell, Rebekah L. Miles, Randy L. Maddox, 
Wesley and the Quadrilateral: Renewing the Conversation, (Nashville: Abingdon, 1997). 
115 Andrew Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition, (Oxford: Claredon Press, 
1981), 145. 
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Divine, can be the moment when the classroom opens to the unknown and the possibility 
of new knowledge.  
Eugene Peterson and Marjorie Suchocki note the importance of the book of 
Psalms in the formation of a practice of prayer. Suchocki sees them as formation of 
prayer language that oscillates between talking about God (3rd person) and talking to God 
(2nd person) and as the foundation of the gathered community’s prayer. Peterson views 
the Psalms as the formation of a language for prayer that invites the reader into the 
Psalmist’s response to God, since God is the first to speak. The language of the psalms 
offers formation in the language of authentic intimacy between the pray-er and God, and 
spills over into learning the language of intimacy for human relationships. The Psalms are 
part of daily practice for Peterson,  
Psalms capture the dynamic of 1st, 2nd, and 3rd person language about God and so 
offer a text-based practice for the classroom to learn the shifts between these modes of 
reflection, just as the psalms reflect: they engage an embodied way of inter-relating 
cognitive and affective reflection; reflection on situations and how God is or is not 
perceived as present; reflection on limited, human language for God; human interactions 
of justice and injustice. The psalms also push the reader into the unknown and even the 
unthinkable: the uncomfortable passages which express violent anger acknowledge that 
humans experience such emotions and often act in brutally violent ways.  
Particular psalms can be brought into a classroom as a counterpoint to the 
material, or as an anchoring text for reflection. I use the same psalm for four weeks, 
starting each class with a corporate reading of the psalm, either together or to each other 
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in the monastic practice of antiphonal reading, followed by a silent time of personal 
engagement with the text, similar to lectio divina, where students can mark up their 
copies with colored pencils as they note the words or phrases that engage them. Using the  
same text over time reveals to the students the multiple layers of the text and their own 
engagement with it. But the key practice for the instructor is encourage the student to 
map the shifts both in the psalms, in themselves and in the class discussion, noting when 
language shifts from 1st to 2nd to 3rd person. This on-going practice cultivates a facility in 
making those shifts more habitually in contexts outside the classroom. 
 
Receptive Rest 
The final space in the framework is that of receptive rest. This space corresponds 
to the movement of contemplatio in lectio divina, the rest of satiety after a good meal. 
While focused voluntary attention is a necessary skill for reading situations and contexts, 
the ability to disengage into open awareness is necessary for creative insights.116 Focus 
                                                     
116 Gunnlaugson et al., Contemplative Inquiry and Learning Across Disciplines, Zajonc, 27. 
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targets the brain onto one point, but creative insights often happen when the brain is free 
to make connections across the neural network. In educational best practices, the human 
brain needs time and space to relax focused attention, returning to focus more attentively 
after an off-topic break or activity.117  
Karl Barth offers a possible on-ramp for the theological student and for the 
educator to consider the value of rest: Sabbath. Within his prayer framework, “[t]he 
purpose of Sabbath is not to eliminate the working days or to divest them of their proper 
tasks, but rather to obtain for them precisely the light from above which they lack.”118  
Practical theologian Bonnie Miller-McLemore offers a reflection on academic 
life, that “like contemporary life in general, academic life has fallen captive to the 
syndrome of escalating demands.”119 She writes, “Theological teaching and scholarship 
for the sake of the church require a contemplative mode that deepens understanding and 
wisdom. What, indeed, are we really teaching students through our hurried lives?”120 
Beyond the taking of periodic breaks during class, the challenge of this space is to look at 
teaching and learning as occurring within a rhythm of attention and rest,121 and that as 
                                                     
117 See David Sousa, How the Brain Learns, (Sage Publications, 2011). 
118 Karl Barth, Evangelical Theology: An Introduction, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1992), 162. 
119 Miller-McLemore, “Contemplative in the Midst of Chaos: Contesting the Maceration of the 
Theological Teacher,” in The Scope of Our Art, 48. 
120 Ibid. 
121 James K. A. Smith offers a reflection on creating a rhythm of teaching and prayer in a social 
sciences classroom, by using the liturgy of the hours/daily office as a pattern. “Keeping Time in the Social 
Sciences: An Experiment with Fixed-Hour Prayer and the Liturgical Calendar,” in Teaching and Christian 
Practices, 140-156. 
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sustained attention needs to be strengthened in the US culture of distraction, so do 
activities which engender rest.  
 
An Example Assignment: Student Ministry Context Papers 
One example will suffice to show how this framework can be applied in the 
theological classroom. Each semester in Discipleship and Teaching, I help students work 
through a multi-layered reading of the context of their ministry.122 The student’s first task 
is to enter into their ministerial context and observe it phenomenologically, describing its 
characteristics as deeply as possible; then they move to questions about who is in the 
context; its history; its practices; its relationships with its own context in the community 
and world. Even though this is a writing assignment, it corresponds to the “Read” corner 
of the tetrahedron because the student is reading the context. In taking the stance of an 
observer-participant, they are they are engaging in 3rd person inquiry. 
Once the student writes this paper, they bring a hard-copy to class, and in class I 
have them read it a few times in silence. This in itself is new to students, since papers are 
often written and forgotten. I invite them to annotate it with colored pencils, marking 
words and phrases that repeat; strong verbs or emotions; and over-arching themes. In the 
margins, they are to note any additional ideas, information, questions, memories that 
                                                     
122 I also have students do this activity with their spiritual autobiography paper, but in the context 
of practical theological pedagogy, the context paper is most appropriate. This assignment also resonates 
with the field of autoethnography and theopoetics, see Heather Walton, Writing Methods in Theological 
Reflection, (London: SCM Press, 2014). 
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come to mind, random scripture or song lyrics, prayer prompts, peoples’ names, and 
other seemingly unconnected bits that arise as they read.  
Once the students have explored their texts introspectively. I take them through 
the four-sources model, asking them to consider how scripture, their particular ecclesial 
tradition, reason, and experience, play a role in both what they have written and what is 
now coming to mind. This aspect explores the questions: Is this an accurate description? 
What lenses am I bringing to this context? This part of the assignment corresponds to the 
“Reflect” corner of the tetrahedron; the students engage in a melding of first person and 
3rd person inquiry, meditating on the context they just read, making meaning and 
connections.  
Next I ask them to read the paper and their annotations, noting if the any of the 
additional annotations connect at a deeper level. I ask them, Where is the edge of what 
you know? What is unknown in your context? Finally, I ask them to read the paper again 
and mark where they experience God in the context and/or in the text before them. These 
steps correspond to the “Dialogue and Divine Engagement” corner of the tetrahedron, 
giving students the opportunity to engage in 2nd person inquiry. 
The papers are then collected. The students enter into a time of rest from the 
particular reflection experienced in this paper. This is the fourth corner of the tetrahedron. 
I read their papers over the next week. They are much more interesting to read with the 
color and annotations; they are full of life, often with exclamation points and drawings. I 
then give the papers back with my own comments engaging both text and annotations. 
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The student reads the paper again in class, noting any new connections made in the 
period of rest away from engaging the text. 
This four-part framework is flexible enough that it can be used to engage with any 
text, context, or situation; it also allows for the student to engage introspectively and 
prayerfully in ways that connect with their particular theological framework. And as my 
example makes clear, there is a great deal of overlap among the four movements. 
Students are “reading” the context (3rd person inquiry) while they are literally writing 
about it, which requires at least some reflection/1st person inquiry. They are literally 
reading their papers (3rd person inquiry) while they are “reflecting” on the words they 
wrote and the context they wrote about (1st person inquiry). They continue reading (3rd 
person inquiry) even as they begin to note the places where Mystery encounters or 
invades the context (2nd person inquiry). And even after they rest, I invite them to enter 
the tetrahedron again to note any new connections (whether 1st, 2nd, or 3rd person) that 
arose during their time away from focused reading, reflecting, and engagement. 
The hope is that repeatedly walking the students through this dynamic—in papers, 
discussions, and projects--will result in their being more and more aware of the layers 
within texts and situations, as well as their learning to shift from first, second, third 
person engagement, with a period of rest. 
  
Summary and Future Research 
Chapter One opened with a problem: the relative lack of discussion or a clear role 
for prayer in theological education for ministry, especially in foundational texts which 
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guided the conversation. Exploring the significance meant situating the practice of 
prayer, and its stated value to various traditions within Christianity, within cross-field 
conversations of theology, spirituality, practical theology, and theological education. In 
chapter two, the dissertation analyzed foundational literature on graduate theological 
education for ministry which has informed and continues to inform Protestant theological 
education. This question acted as the guide: What is the understanding, role, and practice 
of prayer in key foundational literature on Protestant graduate theological education for 
ministry? Either implicitly or explicitly, these texts offered an inroad into considering 
some of the underlying historical and philosophical assumptions of US theological 
education and the practice of prayer in the classroom. Farley’s Theologia and Kelsey’s 
Between Athens and Berlin, were critiqued for not engaging directly with prayer’s role in 
theological education, but also for missing important points in their own argument. In 
Farley’s analysis of the lost theologia, he dismissed a thousand years of monastic history, 
where prayer was the mainstay of monastic daily practice. Kelsey, in his analysis of 
paideia, missed the shift from a Greek understanding of paideia to a Christian 
understanding, which made the psalms, texts replete with engagement with the Divine, 
important texts for Christian formation.  
While the ten-year Educating Clergy study offers specific examples of prayer 
functioning in classroom situations and point to the students’ appreciation for instructors 
who model their own spiritual practice—apprenticeship--the majority of examples place 
prayer activities at the beginning of class, rather than interwoven into the fabric of the 
classroom pedagogy.  
 247 
 
Chapters three, four and five turned to theologians who reflect on the practice of 
prayer from within their theological framework: Karl Barth, from the Reformed tradition, 
highlighting the interaction of prayer and theological study; Eugene Peterson’s cross-
disciplinary perspective bridging pastoral ministry, Evangelical theology, and prayer; and 
Marjorie Suchocki, from a Process theology perspective. 
For Karl Barth, prayer is foundational for the work of theology, the “first and 
basic act.”123 The action of prayer has been given by God to humanity as an expression of 
both the human relationship with God and God’s relationship with humanity, and is 
marked by dialogue. Jesus stands as both the one who makes it possible for humanity to 
speak to God, and is God’s response to humanity’s prayer.  The main practice of prayer 
that captures Barth’s theological understanding is prayer as petition. This is the primary 
work of the Christian life, the “one thing necessary”124 for which the disciple is 
empowered to perform. Eugene Peterson views that the use of language in prayer makes 
sacred all language: “There is not Holy Ghost language used for matters of God and 
salvation and then a separate secular language for buying cabbages and cars.”125 God is 
always in the grammar of human language, somewhere, as the One who first spoke and 
continues speaking language into humanity.126 Informed by the process philosophical 
system of Whitehead, Marjorie Suchocki brings the language of Christian faith into 
                                                     
123 Barth, Evangelical Theology, 160. 
124 Barth, Church Dogmatics, III.3, 265. 
125 Peterson, Tell It Slant, 2. 
126 Peterson, Practicing Resurrection, 70. 
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conversation with contemporary scientific understandings. In Suchocki’s theological 
framework, everything and everyone is connected together and God is the unifying entity 
in which all finds both connection and is drawn into an ultimate well-being in God’s self. 
God holds all possibilities and offers possibilities to every entity in every instant, in a 
way that it appropriate for the entity. She likens this to a liturgical dynamic of God’s call 
and creation’s response, a strongly second-person dialogical image. When humanity 
answers God’s call, “we participate along with God in our own ongoing creation. 
Responding, we are responsible.” 
Close reading of these voices through their respective texts was an apprenticeship 
in understanding the intimate connection between a theological framework and the 
practice of prayer. This process also revealed that the practice of apprenticing oneself into 
theological frameworks and patterns of practice can mean following them into the 
unknown--into uncomfortable questions and challenging new ways of experiencing 
engagement with God. In each chapter, I closely and appreciatively analyzes the 
theologian’s theological framework and practice of prayer as an apprenticeship in their 
understanding of and engagement with God. 
Chapter six placed chapter two and the three theological voices into reflective 
dialogue with conversation partners from spirituality (Mark McIntosh, Maria Lichtmann, 
Elizabeth Liebert), practical theology (David Tracy, Edward Farley), and contemplative 
pedagogy (Arthur Zajonc et al). It offered arguments for dealing with four major 
pedagogical concerns: the academic paradigm, the theology/spirituality split, different 
modes of attentive inquiry, and the role of critical reflection on experience. 
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In reflecting the theology/spirituality split, the question was asked: Is theological 
education educating students into the split? The theological texts of Barth, Peterson and 
Suchocki show diversity in theology and prayer practice, but they are united in affirming 
that prayer is a constitutive element of theology. This suggests that the theology/prayer or 
the theology/spirituality split may be more in the reader of theology than the theological 
texts themselves. 
In reflecting on the contribution of Contemplative Studies to theological 
education, awareness of three modes of attentive inquiry were explored: first person 
introspection, second person dialogue with the Divine, and the traditional third person 
objective and critical investigation. Each of these modes require a space in the theological 
education classroom and a practice which habituates students in making shifts between 
each of the modes of attentive inquiry. The chapter ended with a preliminary vision for a 
contemplative practical theological pedagogy for the classroom—a flexible framework 
which gives space for second person engagement with the Divine in the midst of the 
course material, partnered with first person introspection and third person critical 
investigation. 
This project raised more questions and directions that could be adequately 
explored, but four surfaced as most compelling for future research: placing the 
pedagogical framework into the larger conversation of educational best practices; a study 
of students in theological education for ministry that explores the connections or 
disconnections between their understanding of prayer and their theological frameworks; 
close readings of 20th and 21th century theologians, such as Catherine Keller, Paul Tillich, 
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and Donald Bloesch, and especially Christian theologians whose understanding of the 
Divine might not allow for human-Divine communication; and the further exploration of 
practices of prayer in conversation with neuroscience and the field of Contemplative 
Studies.
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